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A grounded understanding of challenges and responses of                         




This study is conceptualized in response to the academic concern for 
the lack of in-depth understanding of social work supervision, as well as a 




The study aims to explore the challenges experienced by social work 
supervisors with clinical and managerial roles. In addition, it seeks to examine 
the responses of social work supervisors in managing the dual-roles challenges 
by looking at the ‘person’ of social work supervisors, as well as the ‘process’ 
in both the clinical and managerial roles.   
 
Methods 
Since the study is exploratory in nature, it has utilised a qualitative 
research methodology through constructivist grounded theory. Purposive 
sampling was first used, followed by theoretical sampling. A total of 27 
respondents with managerial and clinical roles in community-based agencies 
with different years of supervisory experience, gender, single and multi-centre 
agencies were involved in the study. I have also observed 13 supervisory 
sessions conducted by these respondents. A rich set of data was collected from 
the interviews and observation sessions. The data software (NVivo 10) was 
x 
 
employed in facilitating the coding and analysis of the data. Efforts were made 
to establish methodological rigor, trustworthiness and authenticity of the 
study.  
 
Results & Discussion 
The study revealed three key findings. The first finding suggests that 
challenges experienced by social work supervisors are related to factors at the 
individual, supervisory relationship and organisational levels. Various role 
management strategies were adopted to manage the different challenges. Not 
all social work supervisors with dual-roles experience role stain, as they were 
able to maintain role balance. In addition, factors that seemed to influence the 
experience of challenges are related to the fusion of personal and professional 
‘self’ of social work supervisors, single versus multi-centre agencies, as well 
as the time factor. The second finding suggests that having dual-roles could be 
perceived as strain or strengths for supervisors. The third finding suggests that 
faith and spirituality serves as a driving force for some supervisors in 
managing challenges that arose at the individual and organisational levels.  
 Pertaining to the social work supervision process, a PEACE process-
in-context supervision model is proposed, consisting of different phases, 
namely, Place & priority, Event recounting, Appreciative analysis, 
Collaborative planning and Experimentation and Evaluation. This PEACE 
process-in-context supervision model occurs within the client-supervisee-
supervisor context in an organisation, that is influenced by the culture, 





The study makes a significant contribution by facilitating an 
understanding of social work supervisors with dual-roles. It has documented a 
PEACE process-in-context supervision model for use in social work clinical 
supervision. It is believed that the findings and recommendations of the study 
have yielded significant contribution to both research and practice in the area 
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Social work supervision is an important social work practice, as it is 
related to job satisfaction of social workers and quality of service to clients 
(Kadushin & Harness, 2002). Numerous studies suggested that the different 
educational, supportive and administrative functions executed by the 
supervisors facilitate growth and development of supervisees, and directly 
impact their work with clients (Barak et al., 2009, Chen & Scannapieco, 2009, 
Himle, Jayaratne, & Thyness, 1989, Kadushin & Harkness, 2002,). Tsui 
(2005), who researched widely on social work supervision, lamented that there 
is a “noticeable lack of critical and in-depth discussion on the state of the art 
and evidence-based practice of social work supervision in the empirical 
research literature” (Tsui, 2005, p. xiii). In view of the impact supervision has 
on social workers and clients, the lack of in-depth understanding of social 
work supervision warrants attention. Tsui (2005) has further advocated for 
more qualitative research in various cultural contexts to deepen the 
understanding of social work supervision. This study is conceptualised in 
response to the academic concern for the lack of in-depth understanding of 
social work supervision, as well as a professional concern that stems from 
being a social work supervisor in Singapore.  
Rationale for the study 
This section will present the rationale for focusing on social work 
supervision, with specific interest to consider the challenges and responses of 
social work supervisors with managerial and clinical roles.  
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Why Focus on Social Work Supervision? 
This interest to focus on social work supervision is due to three main 
considerations, and these are related to a) an urgent need to recruit, develop 
and sustain social workers; b) a need to balance managerialism with 
supervision that is driven by professional values and c) lack of local 
understanding of social work supervision.   
An urgent need to recruit, sustain and develop social workers. This 
interest to focus on social work supervision is due to an urgent need to recruit, 
sustain and develop social workers. The strong demand for social workers in 
Singapore, which is a small island located in South East Asia, is not a surprise. 
In fact, the Diploma in Social Work as an academic discipline was launched in 
1952 by the then University of Singapore, followed by the initiation of a 
degree programme in social work in the late 1960s. Since then, the pool of 
social workers in Singapore has grown. However, the recruitment of social 
workers remains a concern, with high turnover and demand for social workers 
in different social service sectors. An estimated 60 social workers need to be 
recruited yearly for the next 5 years, as it is reckoned that the current pool of 
748 accredited social workers is insufficient to meet the growing demand for 
social workers (Tan, 2011). As such, different initiatives were launched to 
recruit social workers, such as availing more scholarships and improving 
remuneration package for fresh graduates. Apart from recruiting more people 
to take up social work as a career, various schemes were initiated to sustain 
and develop social workers. One such initiative is the Professionalisation 
Package for Social Workers, which seeks to increase the competency of social 
workers in service delivery through leadership development courses and 
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sabbatical leave. The call for accreditation and licensing of social workers by 
the Singapore Association of Social Workers (SASW) marks another 
important milestone for social work profession, as it seeks to improve 
accountability and ensure ethical practice.   
While applauding these different initiatives to recruit, sustain and 
develop social workers, as well as improve service accountability, it is 
surprising that no one mentioned the use of supervision to achieve these aims. 
Emphasizing supervision is needful, since the current initiatives largely focus 
on using incentives to sustain and develop social workers. This is based on my 
observation and various studies which suggest that supervision, if done 
properly, could sustain and motivate social workers, whilst providing good 
client outcomes (Barak et al., 2009, Chen & Scannapieco, 2009, Himle, 
Jayaratne, & Thyness, 1989, Kadushin & Harkness, 2002). Paying attention to 
social work supervision is therefore timely and crucial, as it provides the 
missing link to enhance the professionalism of social work in the local 
context.  
Balancing managerialism with supervision that is driven by 
professional values.  Since the National Kidney Foundation (NKF) (Today 
Online, July 14, 2005) and Renci Hospital sagas (Khalik, 2007) where public 
funds were misappropriated, there was a greater call for accountability and 
sound governance structures. Supervisors at the agencies have to respond to 
various initiatives by the funding body to account for their work through the 
Programme Evaluation System (PES) and Outcome Management (OM). 
Whilst useful as a means to monitor outcomes and ensure effective allocation 
of resources, these initiatives may have the unintended effects of aligning 
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supervisors towards managerialism. This means favouring fiscal expediency 
and efficiency, over best supervision practices that are driven by professional 
values and ethical consideration to ensure the best interests of our clients. This 
move towards managerialism focuses on compliance with the requirements by 
organisational policies/funders using numerical targets, seeking a certain level 
of output/outcome, instead of flexible responses to clients. It has been argued 
that managerialism has negatively affected professionalism, since professional 
practice and values-based decision making are likely to be taken over by how 
funders determine what social work is, and what its concerns should be, with 
its predetermined outcomes  (Payne, 2009). 
The conformity to minimum programme output/outcome as defined by 
the organisational policies/funders tends to be resisted by social workers. As 
professionals, exercising their autonomy in assessing and responding to the 
complexities of needs faced by clients in a more humanistic way is often 
preferred. With managerialism that seeks ‘quality assurance’ or ‘performance 
indicators’ (Payne, 2009), the extent of this professional autonomy and space 
is compromised. Consequently, there is an increased tension between social 
work supervisees and their supervisors (managers). The tension between 
management control and professional autonomy often leave many social work 
supervisors feeling ‘caught in the middle’ between the administration and 
staff. On the one hand, supervisors are concerned about meeting 
output/outcomes, but on the other hand, they are interested to motivate and 
develop their supervisees.  
To minimise the negative impact of managerialism, it is important to 
contextualise supervisory practice, which operates in a human service 
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organisation. Since human service organisations work with people rather than 
inanimate objects, its purpose and nature of work differs from most business-
oriented organisations. Hence, supervision in a human service organisation 
should be different from supervision in business-oriented organisations. With 
social work supervision, there is an emphasis on clients’ well-being and 
supervisees’ development and motivation, both guided by professional values 
and ethics. As suggested by Kadushin & Harkness (2002, p. 20, 21),  
social work supervision aims towards efficient and effective 
social work services to clients. Toward this objective, the 
supervisor administratively integrates and coordinates the 
supervisee’s work with others in the agency, educates the 
workers to a more skillful performance in their tasks, and 
supports and sustains the workers in motivated performance of 
these tasks.  
Similarly, Kaiser (1997), who has developed a model of clinical 
supervision, also proposed that the goal of supervision is competent service to 
clients. This involves the process of accountability, which takes place within 
the supervisory relationship. Kaiser (1997) defines accountability as taking 
responsibility for one’s behaviour and for the impact of that behaviour on self 
and supervisees. This process of accountability begins with the commitment 
by supervisees to provide an account of their work truthfully to supervisors. 
Correspondingly, supervisors will commit to evaluate the quality of 
supervisees’ work and educate them towards good clients’ outcomes.  
 Unlike managerialism which seeks control through rational 
management processes, social work supervision values professional 
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development of social work supervisees and places the interests of clients as 
priority. Practising social work supervision with its emphasis on clients’ 
interest and supervisees’ development would ensure that supervisors are not 
swayed towards merely monitoring their supervisees’ work and ensure 
performance. Instead, supervision can help supervisees examine and manage 
the complex difficulties that are inherent in their work with clients and to feel 
supported as professionals. Directing supervision with a focus on professional 
values and ethics is especially important in the local context, given the 
increasing influence of managerialism and the need to sustain and develop 
social workers. The question is, in practice, how do social work supervisors 
manage the influences of managerialism, and not neglect their professional 
responsibilities towards their supervisees’ development and clients’ well-
being? This question therefore leads one to examine the local literature on 
social work supervision, and to consider how this is being addressed in the 
local context.  
Lack of local understanding of social work supervision. In initiating 
a study on social work supervision, it is necessary to look at what has been 
accomplished and what more is lacking to fill the knowledge and practice 
gaps. In the local context, literature on supervision is scarce, consisting of a 
report on a series of seminars on supervision of social workers by the then 
University of Singapore in 1968, “Manual on Supervision for Social Workers” 
(2000) and video on “Supervision for Social Workers” developed by Family 
Resource Training Centre (FRTC), some academic exercises that focus 
supervision as secondary issues and one by Chinniah (2006) that discussed 
“Practice Issues of Social Work Supervision among Family Service Centres”. 
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In similar vein, training courses on social work supervision are few. The 
SASW conducts a ‘Certificate in Supervision Training For Social Services’  
twice annually, targeting at supervisors, who may or may not be trained in 
social work and are supervising social workers. Other courses related to 
supervision includes the ‘Diploma in Clinical Supervision’ offered by 
Counselling and Care Centre (CCC). In view of the importance of social work 
supervision towards good clients’ outcomes and supervisees’ development, the 
lack of research studies and training courses suggest a need to develop local 
knowledge and understanding of social work supervision.  
Why Focus on Social Work Supervisors with Managerial and Clinical 
Roles? 
 The reasons to focus on social work supervisors with managerial and 
clinical roles relates to a) the need to take a critical approach to understand 
social work supervisors with managerial and clinical roles and b) a curiosity 
concerning the ethics of dual-roles supervisory practice.  
Taking a critical approach to understand social work supervisors 
with managerial and clinical roles. Traditional social work supervision often 
cite Kadushin’s (1976) threefold functions of the supervisor, namely, 
educative supervision, also known as clinical supervision (Tsui, 2005), 
supportive and administrative supervision within a hierarchical agency 
context. Phillipson (2009) highlighted that this conceptualisation of 
supervision functions remain remarkably consistent in literature and policies. 
Seemingly useful as a guide for supervisors, Engelbrecht (2010) reveals that 
these supervision functions tend to view supervisees as being in deficit. This 
arises from the fact that the functions of supervision as presented by Kadushin 
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(1976) are “intrinsically based on a traditional-oriented paradigm (Perlman, 
1957) of social work practice” (Engelbrecht, 2010, p. 51). Accordingly, this 
problem-solving supervision may therefore undermine strengths-based 
practices, especially if one considers the parallel process that exists between 
the process of supervision and the process of practice. Phillipson (2009) 
argued for the need to critically consider social work supervision, by 
questioning the fundamental idea about supervisiory functions and examining 
its relevance in different times and context.  
As discussed, social work supervisors are assumed to provide 
administrative, educative and supportive functions (Erera & Lazar, 1994, 
Shulman, 2010, Tsui, 2005).  The simultaneous performance of these three 
functions is challenging for social work supervisors with managerial and 
clinical roles, due to the inherent role contradictions as both manager and 
clinical supervisor. Social work supervisors with dual roles often experience 
the tension between providing professional autonomy and administrative 
control, possessing power and providing empowerment. For example, social 
work supervisors, faced with the need to ensure service accountability, often 
give due consideration into planning an administrative system that maximises 
service impact and minimises administrative work. However, this would divert 
their attention from direct practice, and/or provide on-the-job coaching for 
supervisees, thereby compromising with the supportive and educational 
functions. As mentioned, this is increasingly becoming a concern in practice, 
given the heavy emphasis placed on accountability and outcome management 
locally. One wonders whether the stress on the administrative function would 
skew social work supervisors towards deemphasizing the other social work 
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functions. If so, in what manner does it affect how supervision is being 
provided in an agency and how do social work supervisors maintain their 
educational and supportive functions to their supervisees?  
Furthermore, since the managerial function entails evaluation of one’s 
competence, supervisees may experience a tension between proving 
competence and acknowledging difficulties, resulting in the fear and anxieties 
towards supervision. Given the difficulties experienced by supervisors and 
supervisees, it makes one wonder whether it is more beneficial if the manager 
and clinical supervisor are two separate individuals. With this separation in 
roles, it would perhaps lessen the intensity of conflicts, as experienced by 
supervisors and supervisees. In fact, some agencies with financial resources 
and management support have chosen to segregate the managerial and clinical 
roles to avoid confusion, such that the supervisees have an administrative 
supervisor and clinical supervisor. However, the majority of social work 
supervisors and supervisees in agencies continue to experience these 
contradictions in roles. 
In addition to the benefits that social work supervisors and supervisees 
may experience due to the segregation of roles, there are suggestions that 
being a clinical supervisor renders one ineffective as a manager.  In the 
editorial note on “Ensuring social work administration”, Perlmutter (2006) has 
highlighted the recommendation by leaders in an array of social services to 
sharply dichotomise between the clinical approach and management approach. 
This is because of the views that “there is too much soft stuff (in clinical 
approach) as opposed to the hard stuff (in management approach) as setting 
expectations or holding to deadlines” and that “clinical skills serve as a 
10 
 
disadvantage for effective management because the supervisor or middle 
manager treats the worker as a client” (Perlmutter, 2006, p. 8). As such, 
Perlmutter (2006) lamented that leadership positions in the social services tend 
to be occupied by economists, management graduates, rather than social work 
professionals who are educated to be social work administrators. On the other 
hand, Shulman (2010) has advocated that being “caught in the middle” could 
potentially be a most effective position to stimulate change. Supervisors who 
are sandwiched between management and supervisees could utilise the “third 
force” to mediate between the two systems. This serves to buffer against the 
complexity of the bureaucratic system and presents opportunity to stimulate 
changes, on behalf of the supervisees.  
These arguments concerning separating or marrying the clinical and 
managerial roles reflects the reality of social work practice, with its inevitable 
contradictions and tensions. As such, the tensions experienced in supervision 
are not surprising, as ‘tensions and contradictions lie at the heart of much 
social work’ (Lawson, 1998, p. 248). However, taking a critical stance, the 
question to consider is whether one should passively accept the inherent 
contradiction of social work supervision functions and not challenge the idea 
that social work supervisors should not be performing these three functions 
simultaneously? As admonished by Phillipson (2009), one has to critically 
consider social work practice, which involves examining the relevance to have 
social work supervisors function as both clinical supervisor and manager. This 
would allow social work supervisors to surface contradictions between what is 
desirable and what is being practised, thereby opening up space for the 
construction of knowledge, in creating a “good difference” in practice.  
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A curiosity concerning the ethics of dual-roles supervisory 
practice. The discussion on the dual-roles of supervisors seem to be an issue 
of contention not just for social workers, but also for counsellors, 
psychotherapists and family and marital therapists. However, these 
professionals have viewed the dual-roles of supervisors as an ethical issue. For 
example, the British Association for Counselling and Psychotherapy (BACP) 
clearly demarcates the roles of clinical and managerial supervision by 
developing an ‘Ethical Framework for Good Practice in Counselling & 
Psychotherapy’ (2010).  
There is a general obligation for all counselors, 
psychotherapists, supervisors and trainers to receive 
supervision/consultative support independently of any 
managerial relationships…. Supervisors and managers may 
form a triangular relationship with a counselor or 
psychotherapist, particularly where services are being provided 
within an agency… The role of an independent supervisor is 
considered to be desirable in promoting good practice but, to be 
most effective, requires clarity in how such a role relates to line 
management and the division of tasks and responsibilities 
between a supervisor and any line manager.   
Similarly, the American Association for Marital and Family Therapists 
(AAMFT) does not deem supervision for marital and family therapists 
acceptable if it is ‘administrative supervision by an institutional director or 
executive, for example, conducted to evaluate job performance or for case 
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management, not the quality of therapy given to a client’ (Approved 
Supervisor Designation Standards & Responsibilities Handbook, 2007).  
Despite the differences in training and approaches between social 
workers, counsellors, psychotherapists and marital and family therapists, the 
similarity lies with our shared interests towards clients’ welfare and 
supervisees’ professional development. Hence, reviewing the ethical 
framework by BACP and the standards and responsibilities set by AAMFT 
makes one wonder if social work supervisors have unintentionally been 
unethical in supervisory practice, given the concurrent managerial and clinical 
roles? On the other hand, would it be possible for these two roles to co-exist, 
as it has been practised for many years? If so, how do social work supervisors 
manage the challenges and how do they evolve a supervisory practice that is 
relevant and fitting with the needs of their supervisees and clients?  
This led to the examination of the Code of Ethics by National 
Association of Social Workers (NASW) and Singapore Association of Social 
Workers (SASW) to ascertain whether similar ethical framework/guidelines 
have been delineated. In the Code of Ethics by NASW, there is a segment on 
‘Supervision and Consultation1 (3.01) under ‘Social Workers’ Ethical 
Responsibilities in Practice Setting. The four sub-clauses are related to 
supervisors’ competence; boundary setting in supervisory relationship; dual or 
multiple relationships with supervisees and evaluation of supervisee’s 
performance fairly and respectfully.  In the SASW Code of Ethics, there is no 
                                                 
1 (a) Social Workers who provide supervision or consultation should have the necessary knowledge and 
skill to supervise or consult appropriately and should do so only within their areas of knowledge and 
competence; (b) Social Workers who provide supervision or consultation are responsible for setting 
clear, appropriate and culturally sensitive boundaries and (c) Social Workers who provide supervision or 
consultation should not be engage in any dual or multiple relationships with supervisees in which there is 
a risk of exploitation of or potential harm to the supervisee. (d) Social Workers who provide supervision 
should evaluate supervisees’ performance in a manner that is fair and respectful.  
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specific segment concerning supervision and consultation, other than the 
general clauses that indicate the need for social workers to “provide services 
and represent themselves competent only within the boundaries of their 
education, training, license certification, consultation received, supervised 
experience or other relevant professional experience”.  
As seen, the NASW Code of Ethics does not clearly separate the 
managerial and clinical roles of social work supervisor, and expects social 
work supervisors to evaluate supervisees’ performance fairly and respectfully.  
However, is it valid to assume that social work supervisors could be fair and 
respectful towards supervisees, given their inadvertent more powerful 
hierarchical position as managers? In addition, as there is a lack of mention of 
supervisors’ ethical responsibility to supervisees in the Code of Ethics of 
SASW, one wonders how social work supervisors maintain fairness in 
supervisory practice with their supervisees? What are the values and ethics 
which guide supervisory practice and what is the process like in practice? 
Additionally, since social work supervisors function in different contexts, such 
as the organisation, professional and socio-political contexts, it makes one 
wonder how supervisors become mindful of their ethical responsibilities as 
social work professionals towards clients, workers and the social work 
profession simultaneously?   
Interestingly, the recent publication of the ‘Best Practice Standards in 
Social Work Supervision’ (2013) by NASW addresses in part the ethical 
issues related to supervisory practice. There is a section on ‘boundaries’ in 
supervisory relationship concerning ethical issues which suggests that since 
supervisors usually have more power in the supervisory relationship, he/she 
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“must accept his or her power and be comfortable in using that authority to 
ensure accountability and protect clients” (p.21) to avoid boundary problems 
and conflict of interests. Whilst useful as a prescription for supervisors to 
accept his/ her inherent power, the admonishment that supervisors should be 
comfortable with it remains challenging, since there is an expectation for 
supervisors to maintain a trusting relationship that include qualities such as 
“constructive feedback, safety, respect and self-care” (p.7). The recent “Draft 
Supervision Standards” by Australian Association of Social Workers (2014) 
involves the suggestion for supervisors to “remain aware of any power 
differential within the supervisory relationship and manage this by 
encouraging professional growth and expression by supervisee” and 
“supervisors  manage and work to resolve any conflict that might arise in the 
supervisory relationship” (p.7). Again, the question concerning how 
supervisors manage their dual-roles remained unanswered and it is my interest 
to examine the supervisory practice of social work supervisors with dual-roles.  
Summary  
This chapter has presented the rationale for the study, suggesting the 
importance of conducting a social work supervision study that looks at the 
challenges of social work supervisors with managerial and clinical roles, as 
well as how they manage the challenges. 
Organisation of the Thesis 
 Having presented the rational of the study in Chapter One, Chapter Two 
presents the theoretical and conceptual framework, including the presentation of 
research objectives and questions for the study. Chapter Three proposes the use of 
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interpretive epistemology and qualitative methodology and suggests the use of 
constructivist grounded theory in data collection and analysis. In addition, it 
discusses the ethical and methodological rigour that was adopted for the study.  
Chapter Four provides an insight of my reflexive account and outlines the 
potential biases and strengths of the researcher’s ‘self’ on the research. The 
findings based on the interviews and observation of supervisory sessions will be 
presented in three chapters. Chapter Five provides the overview of the profile of 
respondents, and highlights the challenges faced by social work supervisors. 
Chapters Six and Seven present the findings of the study and address the 
responses of social work supervisors with clinical and managerial roles. The thesis 
concludes with Chapter Eight, which presents an overall discussion of the 
findings, proposes a social work process-in-context centred supervision model. It 
further highlights implications for theory, practice and research, as well as 




Theoretical & Conceptual Framework 
 
Different approaches were being highlighted by different helping 
professions to facilitate our understanding of supervision, such as social work, 
counselling, marital and family therapy and coaching. The purpose of the 
literature review is related to the research objectives and that is to better 
understand the person – social work supervisor, as well as the process of 
supervision. Hence, the literature review contains two aspects, with the first 
segment facilitating our understanding of the supervisor as a person from the 
individual perspective and hence, the consideration of the a) developmental 
approach and b) qualities, values and ethics of supervisors. The second 
segment focuses on the supervisory process and hence, processes of 
supervision from different helping professions and management approach will 
be discussed.  In addition, this chapter reviews the different approaches to 
social work supervision, provides the theoretical and conceptual frameworks, 
as well as the objectives and research questions for the study.   
Approaches Used to Understand Supervision 
  The section seeks to understand social work supervisors as an 
individual, by discussing the developmental stages, as well as consider the 
qualities, capacities and ethics of social work supervisors.  
Understanding the Social Work Supervisor as an Individual  
 Developmental stages of supervisors. Similar to human development, 
social work supervisors go through their own developmental stages and it is 
assumed that there is an ongoing growth throughout their professional life. 
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Despite the rich understanding of purpose and functions of supervision, the 
literature on the development of supervisors is scant and it is a largely 
untapped area of research (Pelling, 2008, Tsui, 2005). In the literature, there 
are a few models that both describe and explain the development of supervisor 
in psychotherapy and clinical supervision. This developmental approach 
suggests that the styles and approaches utilised by supervisors are modified as 
they gain experience, and there are different developmental stages which they 
go through. Hess (1986) has suggested that as supervisors develop, they tend 
to be more supportive, demonstrate higher levels of self-efficacy and are less 
critical of supervisees.   
Stoltenberg and Delworth (1987) have suggested a model for 
supervisors, according to four distinct levels. Supervisors move from being 
anxious to do the ‘right’ thing in level one to being more process-oriented in 
level two. A level three supervisor displays a consistent motivation to the 
supervisory role and is keen to improve his/her performance, whereas level 
four supervisors are more adaptable and could modify their styles to work 
appropriately with people with different orientations and background.  In the 
attempt to examine the influence of experience and training on the 
supervisiory stance, Stevens, Goodyear & Roberston (1997) discovered that 
“more supportive, less critical and less dogmatic approaches to supervision are 
a result of specific training in supervision” (p.73). They further suggested that 
experience alone is insufficient to enhance supervisors’ development.  
 Qualities, capacities and ethics. In their book on “Coaching, 
mentoring and organisational consultancy: Supervision and development”, 
Hawkins & Smith (2006) highlighted the importance for supervisors to 
18 
 
develop oneself, which is about developing one’s being, apart from acquiring 
knowledge and skills in supervisory practice. A seven territories of 
development for leaders by Smith and Smith (2005, cited in Hawkins & 
Smith, 2006) was proposed as a framework for supervisors to develop 
themselves, and these seven territories are intellectual, relationship, action, 
emotional, ethical, body and core self. Of particular interest is the proposal in 
the model to consider the core self, defined as  
the element of the model (which) is less a territory and more a 
space, like the hole at the centre of a wheel. The space makes 
the rest of the wheel function at its best. As we have said 
already, this space is both the container for the constituent parts 
of ourselves, but it holds that part of us that is essential, the part 
that gives us the ongoing sense of ourselves, despite the other 
six territories changing and developing over time. Depending 
on the reader’s own belief system, this aspect, that we have 
termed as core self, could be termed the soul, the higher self, or 
our essence, among other things  (Hawkins & Smith, 2006, p. 
205)  
 Hawkins and Smith (2006) distinguished the three ‘Cs’2 – 
competencies, capability and capacity, and suggested that competencies and 
capability can be learnt or developed, and is related to know-how, whereas 
capacities relate to one’s being rather than doing. They further proposed that 
there is a progression of learning, starting with beginners acquiring 
                                                 
2 Hawkins & Smith (2006) define competencies as the ability to utilise a skill or use a tool, 
capability is the ability to use the tool or skill, at the right time, in the right way and in the 
right place and capacity is a human quality, rather than a skills and more to do with how you 
are, rather than what you do.  
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competence, then capacity, followed by the expansion of the capacities in the 
process. They identified eight core capacities: (a) appropriate leadership; (b) 
authority, presence and impact; (c) relationship engagement capacity; (d) 
encourages, motivates and carries appropriate optimism and develops self-
supervision skills in supervisee; (e) awareness of and ways of managing one’s 
deference threshold; (f) working across difference, transculturally sensitive to 
individual differences; (g) ethical maturity; and, (h) a sense of humour and 
humility.  
 These capacities or core self, as identified by Hawkins and Smith 
(2006), seem to reflect qualities which social work supervisors need to 
embrace to provide leadership and motivation to their supervisees as managers 
through a safe and trusting supervisory relationship. This ability to work 
across difference and be transculturally sensitive is consistent with social work 
values and ethics, which respects human diversity. The adoption of a 
multicultural perspective in supervision is also proposed by Bimrose (2006), 
who suggested that supervisors be mindful of “multicultural” issues that are 
related to ‘demographical variable (for example, age, sex and geographical 
location), status variable (e.g. social, educational, economic) and affiliations 
(formal and informal), as well as ethnographic variable such as nationality, 
ethnicity, language and religion.  By so doing, supervisors would be able to 
help their supervisees explore and manage their ‘dumb spots’ (things they do 
not know or cannot do); blind spots (fears and prejudices) and their ‘deaf 
spots’ (repressed aspects of self). This multicultural perspective could be 
practised both at the supervisee-client interface and supervisor-supervisee 
relationship. Three main areas were identified in the multicultural competency 
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framework and these are related to “the need to increase self-awareness (of 
assumptions, values and biases); the need to develop specialist understanding 
(of the worldview of the client); and the need to acquire a range of appropriate 
interventions” (Ibid, p. 75). 
 Having a multicultural perspective leads one to examine closely the 
often taken-for-granted belief that the provision of supervision by supervisors, 
who are in positions of power, is necessarily good.  In her article on ‘A 
cautionary note on support and supervision’, Reid (2006) highlighted “the 
need to examine the assumptions inherent in our thinking about the ‘virtue’ of 
support and supervision. And, the need to question how supervision could 
itself be viewed as an aspect of Foucault’s notion of power and the products of 
power, as exercised through the governing practices of self-regulation, self-
improvement and self-development” (p. 164). This consideration of Foucault’s 
use of discourse is relevant, since the administrative function of the supervisor 
tends to place supervisor in a position of power to regulate good practices. The 
provision of supervision could potentially become imposed upon from 
management and this could invite resistance by supervisees. Other powerful 
discourses for consideration by supervisors include the compliance to 
government policy/ outcome framework to secure funding. This often implies 
that supervisors may be more focused on ‘getting on with the job’ at the 
expense of the supportive and educational supervision functions. 
Reid (2006) therefore proposed using supervision as a ‘technology of 
the self’, a term used by Foucault to describe the social process of producing 
citizens with the right attitudes. This implies using supervision as a process of 
‘self-mastery and self-knowledge’. Supervision could thus be seen as ‘a 
21 
 
practice of surveillance’, so that supervisors could learn to be reflective and in 
the process, understand themselves and their work better (Reid, 2006). 
According to her, self-surveillance and a ‘know thyself’ discourse are closely 
associated to the work of Carl Rogers. Increasingly, this need to ‘know 
thyself’ and take care of oneself so as to be better equipped to take care of 
clients is becoming more relevant, failing which many social workers, 
supervisees or supervisors alike, may get burn-out after some years of social 
work practice (Cohen & Gillespie, 1984, Himle, Jayaratne, Srinika and 
Thyness,1989).  
Having looked at the qualities and capacities of supervisors, an 
important consideration in the supervisory relationship is the ethical 
responsibility of supervisors towards supervisees. In a ethically informed 
supervision, supervisors proactively help their supervisees and themselves to 
make decisions that best achieve the social work values of fairness, justice and 
respect for others. One of the ethical issues concerns dual relationship, which 
occur between supervisors and supervisees. According to Reamer (2012, p.5), 
there is “relatively few in-depth discussions of boundary issues and 
guidelines”, despite the common existence if dual relationship between 
supervisors and supervisees. He has advocated for effective risk management 
that offers conceptual and practical guidance to protect both supervisors and 
supervisees in the supervisory relationship. Storm and Haug (2002) shared 
similar views and provided suggestions for “idealised supervisory ethical 





Understanding the Supervisory Process 
 Process-based approaches, which is sometimes referred to as social 
role supervision models by Bernard & Goodyear (1998, cited in Falender & 
Shafranske, 2004), were developed to provide descriptions of the roles, tasks 
and processes within supervision. Falender & Shafranske (2004) highlighted 
process models, such as ecological-behavioural model, micro-counselling 
model and the experiential learning model to illustrate the different process 
models to help us understand supervision process. Acknowledging that there 
are different process models in the helping professions, a comprehensive 
review of the models is not attempted here. Instead, the key process models by 
different helping professions will be presented to facilitate our understanding 
of supervision process. 
Definition of process.  To begin, there is a need to clarify the term 
‘process’, since this has been utilsed in supervision texts by different helping 
professions and it has been defined differently. Tsui (2005) has suggested that 
research on supervision which focused on supervision process has generally 
considered process as “based on the supervisory relationship between the 
supervisor and the supervisee, which consists of three major components: the 
supervisory contract, the choice of an appropriate format for supervision, and 
a process of development” (Tsui, 2005, p. 42).  This perspective of process 
considers the structural components of supervision, with contract specifying 
arrangements in goal setting, setting expectation and the supervision format 
indicating the professional autonomy permitted by agency; styles and skills of 
supervisors and experience of supervisees. He also mentioned that “the 
process of supervision in an agency is affected by the agency’s organizational 
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goals, organizational structure, policy and procedures, service setting, and 
organizational climate. All these are related to the culture of the task 
environment of the organization” (p. 41).  Supervision, as seen in the 
organisational perspective, is a tool to achieve organisational objectives, 
through the organisational policies and procedures. The supervisor acts as a 
“middle person” between the agency and supervisee, since they are 
administrators, and are therefore, members of the agency’s management, as 
well as senior frontline staff, who play various roles to their supervisees.  
 Lewis, Packard & Lewis (2007) who wrote on supervision process in 
their book ‘Management of Human Service Programmes’ utilised the 
interactional supervision by Shulman (1993) to emphasise the role of 
supervision in helping worker manage interactions with the various systems, 
such as agency and clients within the work environment. They highlighted the 
different phases of work that occur over the life of a supervisory relationship 
and within supervision session as consisting of the preliminary, beginning, 
work, ending and transition phases.  As seen, supervision process is defined as 
the phases of supervisory relationship.  
 Hay (2007), in his book on ‘Reflective Practice and Supervision for 
Coaches’ developed a C5P5A5 model to reflect on the process (See Appendix 
A: C5P5A5 Model). According to him, process is “the dynamics that occurs 
between a coach and a client or a supervisee and a supervisor” (p.68). 
Essentially, the C5P5A5 model suggests aspects of the process in an 
approximately chronological order, namely, five aspects to pay attention to 
when supervisor start a session and a relationship, five that are significant 
during the middle and five at the end of the stages. The C5P5A5 model on 
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process involves paying attention to the supervisory phases and relationship 
during reflection.  
The idea of reflection was also discussed by Mattinson (1975) in her 
book on ‘The reflection process in casework supervision’, that was written 
from the social work perspective of social work casework supervision. Using 
the term the reflection process named by Searles in 1955, she suggested that  
“the processes at work currently in the relationship between client and worker 
are often reflected in the relationship between worker and supervisor” 
(Mattinson, 1975, p.11). It is assumed that it is appropriate for supervisees to 
react to the clients and be involved as a person, just as supervisors could react 
to the supervisees. Hence, the reflection process involves the consideration of 
transference and counter transference and being aware of the effects in the 
working relationship.    
 In addition, Holloway (1995) developed the systems approach to 
supervision (SAS) by looking at the seven interrelated factors that serve as the 
bases of supervision in contributing to the process and outcome of supervision. 
The three core factors in the supervisory process involve the supervision 
relationship, supervision tasks and supervision function. The other four factors 
are seen as contextual factors, consisting of the supervisor, the supervisee, the 
client and the institution/agency. All these factors, that is the client, 
supervisor, supervisee, institution/agency and the functions and tasks of 
supervision, interact dynamically and affect what takes place in supervision. 
She further identifies the phases of supervision relationship as developing, 
mature and terminating. This approach in understanding supervision with the 
emphasis on “shared interactional phenomenon” (p.117) provides a different 
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perspective to understanding supervision process, in contrast with the 
developmental approach that assumes levels of competence of supervisors. 
It is evident that there are different ways to define the process of 
supervision, and this could involve looking at the process of supervision, 
supervisory contract, format and process of development (Tsui, 2005), 
supervisory phases (Lewis, Packard & Lewis, 2007, Shulman, 1993, 2010,) 
and dynamics between supervisor and supervisee (Hay, 2007). The differing 
view in how process is being defined is a result of the perspective of 
supervision, as seen by the different authors.  For example, Tsui (2005) 
differentiated the process of social work supervision with supervisory process, 
as this difference in the definition is due to the perspective taken, that is, 
organisational perspective, as opposed to interactional perspective that 
involves the supervisor and supervisee in the supervisory relationship. The 
definition offered by Hay (2007) considers the micro practice of coaching 
through reflection in practice.  
Understanding the Roles of Social Work Supervisor    
 According to the ‘Best Practice Standards in Social Work Supervision’ 
by NASW (2013), supervisors are to be involved in administrative, 
educational and supportive supervision functions. There was consistent 
reference of these supervisory functions in the systematic review of social 
work research over the past four decades (1970 – 2010) by O’Donoghue & 
Tsui (2013). These three supervisory functions are being performed by social 
work supervisors in their managerial and clinical roles.  
Managerial role. In the book ‘Supervising Management in the Human 
Services’, Austin (1981)  focused on the administrative function of social 
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work supervision and identified five major themes, namely, (a) transition to 
supervision; (b) leading staff; (c) guiding staff; (d) monitoring staff; and (e) 
assessing staff performance. These themes highlight the managerial demands 
as performed by social work supervisors to enable and support supervisees, to 
be more competent in service delivery. Such a definition seems to parallel 
concepts on staff development, commonly found in management of human 
service organisation. According to Bertcher (1988, p.4), staff development is 
defined as a “planned process designed to improve the ability of staff members 
to do their jobs in such a way that they and their organisation achieve their 
goals for clients, and their staff members find their work personally 
rewarding.” It is a common understanding that job competency, work 
satisfaction and good relationship contribute to staff retention in organisations. 
This understanding of organisational supervision policies on staff development 
and retention will expand the current thinking of supervision goals, which are 
focused on the supervisees and clients.  
From the management perspective, Kadushin & Harkness (2002) have 
suggested that supervisors who were promoted from frontline workers to 
managers had to deal with changes in self-perception and identity, peer 
relationships and the use of authority. For many social work supervisors, the 
transition from worker to a social work supervisor may be stressful, since 
some supervisors may be responding to the needs of the agency to fill in the 
vacancy as a supervisor, as a result of seniority. However, being good 
practitioners may not necessarily imply being good supervisors, since there is 
a different set of knowledge/skills demanded of the supervisors. In addition, 
there may be a change in self-perception and identity, since the supervisor “is 
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essentially entering a new occupation, not simply a new position. This 
occupation will have its own set of job specifications … precedents … 
expectations. In the performance of his duties he finds himself in a new set of 
role relations with his former peers, with his new administrative colleagues 
and his new superiors” (Morre, 1970, p.213, cited in Kadushin & Harkness, 
2002). Inevitably, the difference in role as supervisor implies changes in 
relationship patterns with peers, who have become subordinates and hence, the 
need to negotiate different boundaries in the relationship could be difficult.   
Such changes could pose difficulties to these supervisors, since they 
could identify and be empathetic with the problems of the direct workers, and 
at the same time, are sandwiched in their role to enforce staff compliance to 
agency policies and guidelines. In addition, they could be pressured to 
manifest exemplary behaviour, manage the growing human diversity of social 
work practice, since supervisors, supervisees and agency clients vary in race 
and ethnicity, gender and expectations. According to Kadushin & Harkness 
(2002, p 295-296),  
supervisors also face the problem of implementing seemingly 
antithetical demands: permitting the greater degree of worker 
autonomy while adequately protecting the rights of the client; 
helping preserve agency stability while promoting agency 
change; being supportive to the worker while communicating 
channeling expectations; acting as an agent of the bureaucracy 
while being loyal to the profession; and balancing the 
individual needs of the worker and the needs of the 
organisation…. The supervisor is in the position of having to 
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reconcile job demands with human demands, of managing with 
a focus both on productivity and quality on worker satisfaction 
and morale. The supervisor has to balance these antithetical 
expectations.  
 Shulman (1995, 2010) has suggested that one of the challenges is a 
result of the mediating role played by supervisors. In essence, supervisors are 
often caught in between staff members and administrations, as these two 
systems may not fully understand each other and hence, conflict arises. 
Utilising the leadership, interactional and analytic dimensions of supervisors, 
as developed by Austin, Kettner, and Kruzich (2002), it is not surprising that 
social work supervisors experience conflict.  This is because supervisors with 
managerial roles have to lead by engaging external and internal stakeholders, 
as well as interact with different parties to guide and motivate them towards 
the agency goals (Menefee, 2004). Furthermore, they have to analyse the 
processes and structures to ensure that resources are effectively managed. 
Since different people/stakeholders have goals and needs that could differ, 
supervisors might experience conflict in managing and mediating these 
different demands.  
Clinical role. The clinical role of social work supervisors is seen in 
their provision of clinical supervision. Educational supervision could be 
perceived as clinical supervision by social workers (NASW, 2003, Tsui, 
2005). Munson (2002), in his conceptualisation of clinical supervision, 
contextualised the practice of clinical supervision within social work 
organisations. He stressed that the clinical supervisor is assigned or designated 
to assist in, and direct a supervisee’s practice through the supervisory 
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functions of teaching, administration, and helping. Furthermore, supervision is 
agency-based, hierarchical, includes an evaluative component, with 
supervisees having to account to the supervisor for their practice with clients. 
On the other hand, Gibelman and Schervish (1997) posited that clinical 
supervision need not be agency-based, and that there ought to be a focus on 
the dynamics of the client situation and the intervention by the social workers. 
This is similar to the definition provided by Haynes et al. (2003), who viewed 
clinical supervision as focusing on the work of the supervisee in providing 
services to clients. Furthermore, they suggested that there is a difference 
between administrative supervision and clinical supervision, with the former 
focusing on “the issues surrounding the supervisee’s role and responsibilities 
in the organisation as an employee—personnel matters, time-keeping, record 
keeping and so forth” (Haynes et al., 2003, p. 3). Their definition of 
administrative supervision is similar to the common administrative supervision 
function as conceptualised in various social work supervision literature 
(Kadushin & Harkness, 2002; Munson, 2002; Tsui, 2005).  
Similar to Haynes et al., Tromski-Klingshirn (2007) defined clinical 
supervision as a face-to-face supervision that promotes supervisee 
development and/or maintenance of their skills in the client-supervisee 
relationship, assessment and intervention approaches and clinical skills. 
Furthermore, the clinical supervision is differentiated from administrative 
supervision where the concern lies with helping the supervisee function well 
as an employee. In her article on “Should the clinical supervisor be the 
administrative supervisor?’, Tromski-Klingshirn (2007) suggested that 
supervisors with dual-roles of administrative and clinical responsibilities 
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contained ethical, relational and role conflicts. Highlighting the inherent 
dilemma between the supervision ethics and practice reality, she admonished 
that supervisors should be more informed of the risks and responsibilities of 
engaging in dual-roles.   
Theoretical Framework of the Study 
Having reviewed the literature on social work supervisor as a person, 
supervisory roles and process of supervisors, the section now discusses the 
theoretical framework of the study. The current study utilises role strain theory 
and seven-eyed process supervision model to conceptualise supervision for 
social work supervisors with managerial and clinical roles.    
Role Strain Theory  
 Social work supervisors with managerial and clinical roles constantly 
face different dilemmas. It is helpful to consider Goode’s theory of role strain 
in explaining the struggles of social work supervisors with managerial and 
clinical roles. Goode (1960, cited in Handel, 1993) characterises the role 
structure as making excessive demands on the individual, since the conflicting 
demands cannot all be met. According to Handel (1993), role strain is the felt 
difficulty in fulfilling role obligations and it is the normal state of affairs as it 
is an invariable consequence of inter- and intra-role conflicts.  It is therefore 
not uncommon for social work supervisors with managerial and clinical roles 
to experience role strain, with the expectation to perform administrative, 
supportive and educative functions simultaneously. The tensions between 
providing support and challenge, autonomy and control to their supervisees 
pose difficulties to social work supervisors. As a manager, the social work 
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supervisor assumes a hierarchical position and possesses authority in the 
supervisory relationship, with the power to provide reward and sanction. On 
the other hand, the role as a clinical supervisor favours a more collaborative 
process, working with rather than over and above their supervisees. As such, 
social work supervisors who are mindful of the power and authority often 
consider how they position themselves in relation to their supervisees, such 
that they are not adopting a “one-up” position. This could be influenced by the 
shared professional identity as fellow social workers and the professional 
values that seek to respect and empower others. Invariably, social work 
supervisors readily identify with their social work supervisees, in terms of the 
shared values and identity. However, social work supervisors may also feel a 
sense of shared identity and responsibility towards management, through the 
administrative function as manager. The over-identification with supervisees 
may be perceived unfavourably by management, and vice versa. This actual/ 
perceived inappropriate alignment of supervisor with supervisees/ 
management leads to supervisors being “caught in the middle”. The role strain 
is acutely experienced by social work supervisors with managerial and clinical 
roles, with their simultaneous performance of contradictory functions, as well 
as staff-management fiction.    
  In the theory of role strain, Goode (1960, cited in Handel, 1983) 
suggested that the dilemmas and contradictions have made conformity 
impossible and hence, the individual seeks another orientation to social norms 
through the process of role bargain. As a response to the conflicting roles, the 
individual decides how to meet the different demands by setting priorities 
among the diverse roles. According to Handel (1983, p.119),  
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each person’s particular expectations define his or her options, 
and each one’s particular resources are the contingencies of 
choice. Goode (1960) treats these contingencies as subject to 
change, but also as parameters (fixed conditions) at the moment 
of choice. Goode’s primary concern is how these parameters 
are analysed cognitively and motivationally by the individual in 
the process of choice.  
 Goode’s analysis of this decision-making process includes some 
consideration of how individuals structure their decisions, such as 
compartmentalisation (keeping contradictory activities separate, either by 
mental process or physical arrangement) and delegation (Handel, 1993). The 
process of setting a role bargain is a decision making process and the social 
structure (funding agency, professional values/ethics) and individuals 
(supervisees, clients)  make demands and impose contingencies on the social 
work supervisors. Thus, a social work supervisor would weigh these against 
his/ her own motivational needs, treating them as parameters of choice and 
deciding on the best course of actions, based on available resources.  
 To illustrate, it is normal that social work supervisors with managerial 
and clinical roles face conflicting role demands. They will decide how best to 
reduce the overall role strains imposed on them, depending on their 
motivation. Social work supervisors who prioritise supportive and educative 
functions over administrative function would emphasise supervisees’ 
professional autonomy and development more than conforming to established 
routines and procedures. This would result in supervisors spending more 
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resources to develop their supervisees, rather than designing and implementing 
an efficient administrative system that ensures good resource utilisation.  
A related idea to manage role strain is role management strategies 
(Bird & Bird, 1986, Hall, 1972), role balance and role ease (Marks and 
MacDermid, 1996). To maintain consistency with the grounded theory 
approach employed as the method for this study, there is a review of literature 
to provide a ‘contextualisation’ of the study, as well as a detailed engagement 
with the extant theoretical concepts in the discussion chapter. Further 
justification of the rationale for delayed literature review and the choice of this 
report writing can be found in the section on ‘place of literature review’ in the 
methodology chapter, Chapter 3.    
Seven-Eyed Model of Supervision  
 Hawkins & Shohet (2007) have proposed a seven-eyed supervision 
model to look at different modes in managing supervision process. It is useful 
for helping professionals in their clinical work, as it provides a framework for 
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Figure 1. Seven-eyed model of supervision. 
Note. From “The seven-eyed model of supervision” by Hawkins & Shohet 
(2007). Supervision in the helping profession. London: The McGraw-Hill. 
Accordingly, these modes/contexts that influence the supervisory 
process are:  
• Mode 1: Focus on the client and what and how they present 
• Mode 2: Exploration of strategies and interventions used by the 
supervisee 
• Mode 3: Focusing on the relationship between the client and the 
supervisee 
• Mode 4: Focusing on the supervisee 




• Mode 5: Focusing on the supervisory relationship 
• Mode 6: The supervisor focusing on their own process  
• Mode 7: Focusing on the wider contexts in which the work 
happens 
 According to Hawkins & Shohet (2007), all supervision situations 
involve at least a supervisor, a supervisee, a client and a work context. In 
addition, there are also two interlocking systems or matrices, which are the 
client/ supervisee matrix, as well as the supervisee/supervisor matrix. The 
supervisee/ supervisor matrix pays attention to the client/supervisee matrix by 
reflecting on two categories. The first category focuses on the reports, written 
notes and tape recordings of the client session and the second category focuses 
on the here-and-now experiences of the supervision process. In addition, the 
seventh mode focuses on the wider context in which supervision and client 
work happens, considering elements like professional codes and ethics, 
organisational constraints and expectations, social context/norms and 
economic realities. The consideration of different contexts is useful for social 
work supervisors, who need to consider different influences and manage the 
conflicts that arise in their supervisory practices. As a manager and clinical 
supervisor, they have to consider these seven modes in supervision and the 
choice of focus is dependent on the roles. For example, as managers, social 
work supervisors are often influenced by funders concerning programme 
outcomes. Having a client (Mode 1), supervisee (Mode 4) and professional 
codes and ethics contexts (Mode 7) ensure that supervisors do not prioritise 
the managerialist approach over the needs of their supervisees and best 
interests of the clients.   
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Conceptual Framework of the Study 
 Based on the theories and concepts in the literature review, a 
conceptual framework for the study is proposed, utilising both role strain 
theory and the seven-eyed supervision model discussed. Role strain theory 
seeks to identify the conflicts and challenges of social work supervisors as a 
result of their dual-roles as manager and clinical supervisor. Since social work 
supervisors function as both clinical supervisor and manager, there are 
influences from different contexts, such as supervisor’s own context, 
supervisory relationship context, organisational context and wider contexts 
(defined as professional codes and ethics, social-political, cultural, economic 
contexts using the seven-eyed supervision model). The consideration of 
different contexts is influenced by the seven-eyed supervision model as 
proposed by Hawkins & Shohet (2007). This study therefore, examines how 
social work supervisors respond to the challenges of the role strains using the 
person-process-in-context framework.  
Why the Consideration of the Person-Process-In Context Supervision 
Framework?  
Since the provision of social work supervision is impacted by the 
‘person’ who provides supervision, hence, it is important to understand the 
qualities, beliefs and ethics of the social work supervisor. The consideration of 
the ‘person’ stems from the analysis of different approaches utilised in 
supervision, such as the developmental approach (Stoltenberg and Delworth, 
1987, Hess, 1986) and qualities, values and ethics of supervisors (Hawkins & 
Smith, 2006, Hawkins, 2008). Thus far, only Munson (2002) highlighted 
values and ethics in relation to the supervisory process for clinical social work 
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supervisors, whereas the other major texts in social work supervision 
(Kadushin & Harkness, 2002, Tsui, 2005, Shulman, 2010) did not mention the 
social work supervisor as a person. Since social work supervisors face 
different challenges and complexities in relationships due to their dual-roles as 
manager and clinical supervisor, they may require different considerations of 
qualities, beliefs and ethics to meet the demands of the job. Unlike clinical 
social work supervisors and other helping professionals, like counsellors, 
family and marital therapists, the managerial role may require social work 
supervisors to function as a leader and administrator to execute tough 
decisions. It makes one wonder therefore, what kinds of qualities do social 
work supervisors possess, since they also play the supportive and educative 
functions as clinical supervisors? In addition, what are their beliefs as a 
‘person’ that keeps them going as supervisors, in meeting the constant 
challenge of role strains? What ethical considerations do they have, in order to 
maintain fairness and respect, since they play multiple roles to their 
supervisees, as clinical supervisor, manager, colleague, or perhaps friends? 
 Having considered the qualities, beliefs and ethics of ‘person’, it is also 
important to pay attention to the process, especially how social work 
supervisors facilitate supervisees’ professional development in their clinical 
role and ensure efficiency and effectiveness of service delivery in their 
managerial role. In view of the different definitions of process used in 
literature, this study utilises both the micro-practice and the organisational 
perspectives of supervision, since social work supervisors play dual-roles as 
manager and clinical supervisors to their supervisees.  
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Using the micro-practice perspective, the social work supervision 
process considers the clinical role of social work supervisor in educating and 
supporting social work supervisees. This involves considering (i) supervisory 
contract and format, as well as the process of development in the supervisory 
relationship (Tsui, 2005). In addition, it will focus on the supervisory 
relationship (Mode 5) and supervisor’s process (Mode 6) using the seven-eyed 
supervision model by Hawkins & Shohet (2007). The organisational 
perspective of social work supervision process considers the managerial role 
of social work supervisor in planning, coaching, staffing, directing and 
controlling staff through their administrative function (Austin, 1981; Kadushin 
& Harkness, 2002).  
The following is a conceptual diagram of the study framework: 
 
Professional codes and ethics 
                                  
 
 
                                                        
                                         
                                                      
                      
   1.             
                                   Social Work                                            
                        Supervisor                 
               process                
                          2. Supervisory  
                                     relationship           process 
       
                                3. Organisation 
                               
                                   
                             4. Wider contexts 
Socio-political                    Culture           
 
Figure 2. Person-process-in-context social work supervision 
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Context 1: Focus on social work supervisor as a ‘person’ 
Context 2: Focus on the micro ‘process’ of social work supervision in the 
supervisory relationship context (social work supervisor in the clinical role)  
Context 3: Focus on the ‘process’ of social work supervision in the 
organisational context (social work supervisor in the managerial role)  
Context 4: Wider contexts, such as socio-political, culture and professional 
codes and ethics.   
Objectives of the Study 
Based on the rationale and concerns identified earlier, this study 
examines the person-process-in-contexts of social work supervision. The 
objectives of the study are identified as follows:  
1. To explore the challenges experienced by social work supervisors in their 
clinical and managerial roles, with the influences of multiple contexts 
(supervisor’s context, supervisory relationship context, organisational 
context and wider contexts)    
2. To examine the responses of social work supervisors with managerial and 
clinical roles in managing the dual-role challenges using the person-
process-in-context framework 
2.1. To understand the qualities, beliefs and ethics of social work 
supervisors as a ‘person’  
2.2. To examine the ‘process’ of social work supervision, in the clinical 
role of social work supervisors within the supervisory relationship and 
organisational contexts   
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2.3. To examine the ‘process’ of social work supervision, in the 
managerial role of social work supervisors within the supervisory 
relationship and organisational contexts   
3. To recommend ways to improve social work supervisory practice in the 
local context  
Research Questions  
In relation to the objectives of the study, the following are the research 
questions:  
1. What are the challenges experienced by social work supervisors in their 
clinical and managerial roles, with influences from multiple contexts 
(supervisor’s context, supervisory relationship context, organisational context 
and wider contexts)?    
2. What are the responses of social work supervisors with managerial and 
clinical roles in managing the dual-role challenges using the person-process-
in-context framework? 
2.1 What are the qualities, beliefs and ethics of social work 
supervisors as ‘persons’ in their clinical and managerial roles?  
2.2 What is involved in the ‘process’ of clinical social work 
supervision, in the clinical role of social work supervisors within 
the supervisory relationship and organisational contexts?   
2.3 What is involved in the ‘process’ of management, in the 
managerial role of social work supervisors within the supervisory 
relationship and organisational contexts?  




Significance of the Study 
The study on social work supervision is timely as it expands our 
understanding of social work supervision in the local context. Furthermore, it 
fills in the research gaps and advances our empirical knowledge in a more 
systematic manner.  
 Contributing towards an expanded understanding of social work 
supervision.  In social work supervision literature, various supervision models 
have been proposed (Shulman, 2010, Tsui, 2005). Presumably, models provide 
a simplified picture to appreciate reality and the identified supervision models 
act as useful tools for supervisors to be more mindful of different dimensions 
in supervision. Yet, these different models fail to inform us about the ‘person’ 
who provides social work supervision. The classification by Tsui (2005) of the 
five categories of social work supervision models, such as (a) practice theory 
as model (for example, clinical supervision model by Bernard & Goodyear, 
1992), (b) structural-functional model (Kadushin & Karkness, 2002), (c) 
agency models (for example, casework model by Ko, 1987),  (d) Interactional 
process model and (e) Feminist partnership model have largely emphasised the 
conceptual understanding of supervision. Despite the availability of ‘process’ 
understanding from the literature in other helping professions, such as 
coaching, mentoring and clinical supervision, it is observed that there is a lack 
of understanding of the supervision process by social work supervisors with 
both clinical and managerial roles. It would be helpful to appreciate this 
supervisory process, since it differs from other disciplines. Unlike clinical 
supervisors or family and marital therapists who need not contend with the 
issue of power that arise with being a manager, social work supervisors with 
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dual-roles need to manage the strains of being a clinical supervisor and 
manager at the same time.  Moreover, the managerial role is based on a more 
power differential position, and it is often more outcome-oriented, as 
compared to the clinical role which is more process-oriented. It is therefore 
interesting to look at how social work supervisors with dual-roles manage the 
challenges that arise in different contexts.  
 
 Contributing towards filling in research gaps. The foci of the study 
to develop a more in-depth understanding of social work supervision fits well 
with the research agenda, as proposed by Tsui (2005), who lamented a 
“noticeable lack of critical and in-depth discussion on the state of the art and 
evidence-based practice of social work supervision in the empirical research 
literature” (Tsui, 2005: xiii). He analysed the empirical studies on social work 
supervision in the past 50 years and highlighted that between 1950 - 2002, 
only 34 research studies were published in three areas, namely, basic 
descriptive studies, studies on client outcomes and studies on supervisory 
issues, such as supervisory functions, supervisory relationship and job 
satisfaction. He suggested that many studies that were conducted in the area of 
social work supervision are introductory descriptive studies, which explore the 
state of art of supervisory practice in a specific time and place. He noted that 
these studies are aimed at providing an overview of supervisory issues in 
practice, instead of theory construction or model development.  
Based on similar criteria used by Tsui (2005), the researcher did a 
literature search of social work supervision between 2002 – 2011. Firstly, 
search selection was limited to literature on social work supervision published 
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in referred journals or books within the identified time frame. Secondly, the 
research focus has to be related to supervision of social workers and not social 
work students. Thirdly, only empirical studies were considered. Fourthly, only 
the most influential and often cited articles were chosen for review. According 
to the selection criteria, two major sources of research literature were used. 
Firstly, entries that are found in Social Work Abstracts and Social Work 
Abstracts Plus were scanned. Next, all the articles published in the major 
journal on supervision, namely, The Clinical Supervisor and Administration in 
Social Work between 2002-2011 were scanned.  Based on these criteria, 
during this 10-year period, 31 studies with research focus on descriptive 
studies and supervisory issues were identified. (See Appendix B: Research 
studies from 2002-2011 on social work supervision). The majority of the 
studies utilised quantitative methodology. As seen, there is a need to develop 
more in-depth understanding of social work supervision.  
In recent times, O’ Donoghue and Tsui (2013) reviewed four decades 
of social work research between 1970 – 2010 and suggested that the state of 
supervision research is foundational. One of the suggestions is the 
development of theory and practice of supervision by focusing on “the 
interactional practices within all supervision formats and relationships” (p.12). 
It is hoped that this qualitative study that focuses on the challenges and 
responses of supervisors with dual-roles, as well as the interactive supervision 
process between the supervisor-supervisee would further our understanding of 
supervision, and contribute towards building a theoretical model of social 
work supervision in the local context.  
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 Contributing to local understanding of social work supervision. As 
discussed, local knowledge of social work supervision is scarce and this 
proposed study would deepen our understanding of the subject matter. It is 
believed that raising awareness of local supervision practice is the beginning 
step to influencing better supervisory practice. This study hopes to ignite 
interest in the social work community to pay greater attention to this important 
practice area, since it impacts client and supervisee outcomes.   
Summary 
This chapter has highlighted the theoretical and conceptual framework, 
including the research objectives and questions for the study. It has examined 
the different approaches used to understand supervision, by considering the 
social work supervisor as an individual, supervisory process and different 
roles of social work supervisors.  The theoretical framework is informed by 
the role strain theory and the seven-eye supervision model. Based on the 
theoretical framework, a process-in-context supervision framework is 
proposed, emphasing the ‘person’, ‘process’ of social work supervision in the 
organizational and wider contexts.  The next chapter, Chapter Three will 




Chapter Three  
Research Methodology 
 
Depending on the nature and goal of the study, different methods are 
used in social research. Each type of method has its strengths and limitations, 
and no single method is deemed applicable to all research topics and 
situations. As highlighted by Tsui (2005), there are few in-depth qualitative 
studies on social work supervision in the literature. Since little is known about 
social work supervision in the context of Singapore, this study proposed the 
use of a qualitative method to explore the subject matter, supervision. The use 
of qualitative research would allow for the emergence of nuanced and 
contextual material that would illuminate the processes of supervisory practice 
in the organisational context. Hence, this qualitative method allows me to 
obtain an in-depth understanding of person-process-in-context social work 
supervision. In addition, the qualitative method fitted well with my 
orientation, whose preference was to uncover a phenomenon, rather than test 
the phenomenon against a preconceived framework.  
 
Research Design 
In deciding the choice of research method for the study, five different 
qualitative approaches conceptualized by Creswell (2007) were considered. 
They are, namely, narrative biography, phenomenology, grounded theory, 
ethnography and case study. Creswell (2007) suggested that researchers 
consider the outcome of the study to decide its approach, that is, the approach 
depends on whether the research is about the study of an individual, 
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examination of the meaning of experiences of a phenomenon, generation of a 
theory, description and interpretation of a culture-sharing group, or an in-depth 
study of a single case.  
Rodwell (1998) has suggested considering focus, fit and feasibility in 
deciding the study method. By ‘focus’, he meant conducting studies that 
allowed one to understand the “ins” and “outs” of a phenomenon and the focus 
of the study has to ‘fit’ with the assumptions of the interpretive paradigm, of 
which constructivism is a part. He argued that  
if multiple perspectives or realities are of interest and if 
interaction between the enquirer, the phenomenon to be 
investigated, and the context is important to understanding, then it 
is likely that the question to be investigated fits within an 
interpretive paradigm. If the question of interest is a value-
embedded one, with complex dimensions suggesting no cause, 
and if understanding all of these aspects is of interest, then it is 
likely that a constructivist approach is appropriate (p. 42).  
 
In the proposed study of person-process-in-context supervision, I seek 
to understand how social work supervisors make meaning of their social 
world. Hence, the interpretive paradigm is useful for this enquiry.  Instead of 
holding the view that social reality is static and that there is a fixed causal 
relationship between variables, this study explores social work supervisors’ 
interpretations and meaning-making of social work supervision. As proposed 
by Neuman (2003), “Social world exists as people experience it and give it 
meaning. It is fluid and fragile. People construct it by interacting with others 
47 
 
in ongoing processes of communication and negotiation... Facts are context-
specific actions that depend on the interpretations of particular people in a 
social setting” (p. 77, 79). Alston and Bowles (1989) have highlighted the 
importance of viewing reality as socially constructed and of gaining 
perspectives from the ‘inside,’ since reality is dependent on people’s 
experiences and interpretation.  
In addition to the use of the interpretive paradigm to study the 
phenomenon of interest, the study will also use the grounded theory method 
(GTM) to gather and analyse data. Grounded theory method was developed by 
Glaser and Strauss (1967) as a response against positivism that had permeated 
social research at a time when the prevalent opinion was that only deductive 
studies could provide systematic scientific research. Its two key concepts, 
constant comparison and theoretical sampling, define a different research 
process from the positivist assumption. Constant comparison describes a 
process of simultaneously collecting data and analysing it (Creswell, 2013), 
while theoretical sampling describes a sampling method in which decisions 
about data collection are determined by the theory being constructed (Morse, 
2007).  Suddaby (2006) has suggested that GTM is more suited to efforts that 
seek to understand the process by which actors construct meaning out of 
intersubjective experience.  
It has to be acknowledged, at this juncture, that within GTM, there are 
conflicting approaches, as proposed by Glaser and Strauss (1967), Strauss and 
Corbin (1998) and the constructivist grounded theory by Charmaz (2006, 
2008, 2011). As described by Locke (2001), there was a conflict over the two 
founding fathers, Barney G. Glaser and Anselm L. Strauss, over theory forcing 
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versus theory emergence. In essence, Glaser (1998) insisted that researchers 
should allow theory to emerge and be mindful of all preconceptions. On the 
other hand, Strauss and Corbin (1998) developed a coding system to guide 
researchers systematically through the research stages. Both approaches have 
invited endless debate about GTM’s problematic stances, with critiques of 
Glaser’s approach warning that while it allows for greater creativity, risks the 
lack of coherence and focus, and advocates of Strauss and Corbin’s positivist 
approach acknowledging that the latter approach bears the risk of rigidity and 
inflexibility.  
Many different scholars have since attempted to advance GTM by 
suggesting that the method should venture beyond the positivist procedures.  
Dey (1999) has proposed a “middle way”; Layder (1993) seeks an ‘amended’ 
grounded theory with a ‘realist approach’; and Charmaz proceeds with a 
constructivist version of grounded theory that ‘takes a middle ground between 
postmodernism and positivism’ (Charmaz, 2000, p. 510). The latter further 
suggested that since emergent theories are local, with a focus on meaning 
making, one ‘can adopt grounded theory strategies without embracing 
positivist leanings’ (2000). Locke (2001) has suggested that many researchers 
today do not apply GTM in its orthodox form and highlighted the need to 
articulate the different approaches in GTM, since there are implications to the 
research process.  Using the cost-benefit view, Fendt and Sachs (2008) have 
suggested researchers to exercise care in weighing the resources available for 
implementing some of the more laborious techniques and consider more 
simplified approaches in GTM instead, such as the constructivist grounded 
theory as proposed by Charmaz (2000). According to them,  
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We posit, in line with our set of arguments about the role of the 
researcher, that the issues of when saturation is reached during 
the iterative data collection and analysis process, how coding 
should be done, how much interrater checking is important for 
quality, when it is useful to count, and so on, should be 
approached and settled with pragmatism. It seems to us that 
indeterminate, rigorous techniques of data coding and reduction 
are justified only when there is doubt as to what the data say 
and if what they say is important. This is compatible with 
pragmatism, which the inventors of GTM claim as their 
philosophical underpinning (Fendt and Sachs, 2008, p. 445).  
Given the different variation of grounded theory, it is with thoughtful 
consideration about the focus, fit and feasibility issues as raised by Rodwell 
(1988), as well as the comfort of pragmatism as the philosophical 
underpinning of GTM, that constructivist grounded theory as proposed by 
Charmaz  (2000) was chosen as the method of inquiry for this study.  
According to Charmaz (2008, p. 90), “the grounded theory emphasises 
on studying processes moves away from static analyses. We emphasize what 
people are doing, an emphasis which also leads to understanding multiple 
layers of meanings of their actions. These layers could include a person’s (1) 
stated explanation of his or her action, (2) unstated assumptions about it, (3) 
intentions for engaging in it, (4) effects on others, and (5) consequences for 
further individual action and interpersonal relations.” Since the aim of the 
research was not to investigate an objective reality but to examine how 
individuals interpret their reality, with the purpose of theory development, 
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constructivist grounded theory was deemed as an appropriate method for the 
study.  
Moreover, since the research study focuses on the interpretive 
understanding of the phenomenon under study, the idea that the knower and 
the known are interactive and inseparable fits well with the systemic 
orientation of the researcher. One of Charmaz’s ideas is that the researcher is 
in a position of “co-producer” to “add … a description of the situation, the 
interaction, the person’s affect and perception of how the interview went” 
(Charmaz, 1995, p. 33). Nevertheless, the positioning of the researcher using a 
constructivist approach warrants careful consideration, since the constant 
comparative method implies an intimate and enduring relationship between 
the researcher and the site. Suddaby (2006), in his editorial note on “What 
Grounded Theory is Not” suggested that the researcher be engaged in ongoing 
self-reflection to ensure that they are mindful of their assumptions and biases 
while collecting, interpreting and analyzing data.  
To be consistent with the constructivist grounded theory method, the 
following actions were adopted for the study: (a) simultaneous data collection 
and analysis process; (b) analysis of actions and processes rather than themes 
and structure; (c) use of comparative methods; (d) development of new 
conceptual categories using narratives; (e) engagement in theory construction 
rather than in description or application of current theories; and (f) use of 
theoretical sampling (Charmaz, 2011). These different actions that 
demonstrated adherence and consistency with the constructivist grounded 





To study the person-process-in-context of social work supervision, I 
used a variety of sampling procedures, namely purposive sampling, maximum 
variation sampling and theoretical sampling. Purposive sampling ensures that 
participants are selected on the basis of their ability to provide a deep 
understanding of the issue of interest. To be included in the sample, 
participants have to be social work supervisors with managerial and clinical 
roles who provide supervision to social workers in community-based social 
work agencies. Munson (2002), in contextualising clinical supervision within 
social work organizations, stressed that the clinical supervisor is assigned or 
designated to assist in, and direct a supervisee’s practice through the 
supervisory functions of teaching, administration, and helping. He emphasised 
that supervision is agency-based, hierarchical, includes an evaluative 
component, with supervisees having to account to the supervisor for their 
practice with clients. On the other hand, Gibelman and Schervish (1997) 
posited that clinical supervision need not be agency-based, and that there 
ought to be a focus on the dynamics of the client situation and the intervention 
by the social workers. This is similar to the definition provided by Haynes et 
al. (2003), who viewed clinical supervision as focusing on the work of the 
supervisee in providing services to clients. Furthermore, they suggested that 
there was a difference between administrative supervision and clinical 
supervision, with the former focusing on “the issues surrounding the 
supervisee’s role and responsibilities in the organisation as an employee—
personnel matters, time-keeping, record keeping and so forth” (Haynes et al., 
2003, p. 3). Their definition of administrative supervision is similar to the 
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common administrative supervision function as conceptualised in various 
social work supervision literature (Kadushin & Harkness, 2002; Munson, 
2002; Tsui, 2005).  
For the purpose of the study, social work supervisors with managerial 
and clinical role are defined as social work supervisors who provide clinical 
supervision to supervisees within the agency context, with the purpose of 
assisting in, and directing a supervisee’s practice through the supervisory 
functions of teaching, administration and helping (Munson, 2002). In addition, 
these supervisors were engaged in managerial tasks such as human resource 
management such as staff selection and recruitment, and would maintain 
different roles as an advocate, administrative buffer and change agent 
(Kadushin & Harkness, 2002).  In the local context, these supervisors tend to 
be agency heads with dual-roles as manager and clinical supervisors. Thus, 
agency heads from community-based settings were selected to be informants 
of the phenomenon under study, since different practice contexts influence 
how supervision is being provided. In addition, the choice of setting was 
guided by Suddaby’s (2006) suggestion that “most high quality grounded 
theory research arises from an extensive and ongoing commitment to a line of 
theoretical research and an empirical site” (Suddaby, 2006, p. 640). Hence, the 
choice of research site is influenced by my familiarity with the setting, given 
my involvement as a practitioner and agency head in community-based 
agency, with children, youths and families.     
Apart from purposive sampling, maximum variation sampling is 
utilized. This sampling procedure is employed to increase the robustness of 
qualitative findings through the selection of participants who represent a broad 
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range of experiences of the phenomenon (O’Kech & Rubel, 2009). As such, 
this study has selected participants with different years of supervisory 
experience, of different gender, as well as community-based agencies that 
work with children, youths and families, which include Family Service 
Centres (FSCs) and children and youth organisations. The selection of social 
work supervisors with a wide range of supervisory experience is based on 
studies which indicate that supervisory process vary with supervisors’ 
development (Hess, 1986; Stevens, Goodyear & Roberston, 1997; Stoltenberg 
& Delworth, 1987). Gender difference was seen to account for some 
difference in the supervisory process (Munson, 1979), although Osterberg 
(1996) has argued that gender difference in supervision is exaggerated.  
At the time of the interviews in December 2011, there were 38 Family 
Service Centres (FSCs) in Singapore and lack of official recording of the 
number of children and youth organisations. Having sought the approval of the 
Institutional Review Board (IRB) of the National University of Singapore 
(NUS), I approached eighteen social work supervisors with managerial and 
clinical roles in community-based agencies with different years of supervisory 
experience, of different gender and from various FSCs and children and youth 
organisations, based on my knowledge derived from the extensive network I 
have as a social work practitioner and Internet search on official websites of 
National Council of Social Service, Ministry of Social and Family 
Development, as well as National Youth Council. Except for two respondents, 
the rest of the agency heads whom I approached agreed to be interviewed. The 
two respondents who declined to be interviewed cited busy schedule as the 
main reason.  
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After the initial stage of purposive sampling and maximum sampling, I 
was subsequently directed by theoretical sampling —that is, sampling chosen 
based on the theory that had emerged, to look for social work supervisors with 
specific characteristics. According to Glaser (1978), the main principle of 
theoretical sampling is that the emerging categories and researcher’s 
increasing understanding of the developing theory directs the sampling. 
Similarly, Charmaz (2011) suggested that the “objective for theoretical 
sampling is theory construction” (p. 363); hence, theoretical sampling can only 
be used after tentative categories of data have been developed. Theoretical 
sampling is original to grounded theory, and it  
involves selecting informants and/or settings so that the 
developing concepts and theories are elaborated to as full an 
extent as possible. When researchers are learning nothing new 
within a delimited set of informants and settings, a state called 
theoretical saturation, they seek informants and/or settings that 
vary slightly from those already sampled. In that way, variables 
are observed under a range of conditions. (Gilgun 2001, p. 
348–349).  
After the initial phase of data collection from social work supervisors 
that had different years of social work supervisory and gender, a few 
categories emerged that warranted further investigation. As such, the use of 
theoretical sampling guided me to look for supervisors with the following 
characteristics: (a) social work–trained supervisors from faith-based agencies; 
(b) social work–trained supervisors from single- and multi-centre agencies; (c) 
social work–trained supervisors from agencies that employ supervision 
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formats and focus that differed from the first sample, that is, group supervision 
sessions and programme supervision, and (d) non–social work–trained 
supervisors in community-based agencies. As explained above, theoretical 
sampling helped to maximize the categories, such that there is no additional 
data to be found in developing the theory. Thereafter, the constant comparison 
of codes and categories ensured that a contextual understanding of “grounded 
theory” emerged from the respondents’ ideas and researcher’s interpretation.  
Data Collection and Analysis 
To establish credibility of data, the data sources were triangulated 
through analysis of documents such as articles from books and journals, 
academic exercises and reports, as well as in-depth interviews with 
supervisors and focus group sessions with research participants and experts in 
social work supervision. In total, data were gathered from the following three 
platforms: (a) observation of supervisory sessions, (b) interviews with social 
work supervisors, and (c) group interviews. The reason for choosing in-depth 
interview with social work supervisors only is because the study looks at the 
challenges of these supervisors. Hence, supervisees are not interviewed, since 
this study looks at supervisors’ responses towards the challenges faced.  
Observation of Supervisory Sessions 
Data on the social work supervisory process was gathered through the 
observation of practice contexts, such as casework and/or clinical supervisory 
session and a face-to-face interview with social work supervisors after the 
supervisory session. Observing the clinical context offers a good 
understanding of the process of social work supervision in the interface 
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between client-supervisee-supervisor contexts. Moreover, since I had formal 
training in clinical supervision, I was more attuned to the content and nuances 
of the supervisory process.  
Permission to sit in on supervisory session 
A total of 13 supervisory sessions were observed, with 10 individual 
supervisory sessions between supervisor-supervisee pairs discussing their 
cases (Table 1). I was given permission to sit in on 13 supervisory sessions as 
an observer.  The rest of the social work supervisors were unable to accede to 
the request for ethical and practical reasons. Most of those who declined 
explained that they were more engaged in administrative roles and hence, the 
opportunities for observing them in clinical sessions were rare. In addition, it 
was not possible to allow me to sit in on other types of sessions such as staff 
meetings due to confidentiality issues. Other reasons for the supervisors’ 
inability to accede to being observed include perceived discomfort of 
supervisees, as well as inability to coordinate a mutually appropriate timing. 
The non-social work supervisors were unable to provide any opportunity for 
observation as they were not involved in the supervision of clinical practice.   
Table 1  
Permission to Sit In on Supervision Sessions (N = 27) 
 Social work 
supervisors 
(n = 24)  
Non-social work 
supervisors 
(n = 3) 
Yes No  Yes No 
Family Service Centres 10 7  0 1 
Youth organisations (YO) 3 4  0 2 
Subtotal 13 11   3 
Note. YO = denotes children and youth organisations. 
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During the observation sessions, the researcher sat in either the same 
room where the supervisory session took place or an adjacent room that 
captured the supervisory session via audiovisual equipment. 
Time taken and format of supervisory sessions. A total of 13 
supervisory sessions were observed, with 10 sessions involving supervisor-
supervisee pairs discussing their cases (Table 2). The other three supervisory 
sessions were conducted in a group format with three to five members with 
different foci, such as clinical work (which involves discussing about 
casework, but with greater emphasis on skills), programme supervision and 
administrative supervision. The time spent for each supervisory session ranged 
from 47 minutes to 2 hours and 30 minutes. Ten sessions lasted between 1 to 
2.5 hours, whereas three sessions took between 47 minutes and 59 minutes.  
Table 2  
Characteristics of Supervisory Sessions  
 Types of organisations 
Time taken 
(hour:minute) Format 
1. FSC 1 2:01 Group (Clinical) 
2. FSC 4 2:03 Individual 
3. FSC 7 0:52 Individual 
4. FSC 8 1:06 Individual 
5. FSC 9 0:59 Individual 
6. FSC 11 0:47 Individual 
7. FSC 12 1:16 Individual 
8. FSC 13 1:30 Individual 
9. FSC 14 2:04 Group (Administrative) 
10. FSC 17 2:30 Group (Programme) 
11. YO 1 1:00 Individual 
12. YO 2 1:05 Individual 
13. YO 3 1:00 Individual 




The interviews with social work supervisors took place after observing 
the supervisory sessions, whenever possible. Where permission was not 
granted to observe the supervisory sessions, face-to-face interviews with 
supervisors were utilised to solicit their responses to the research questions.  
Time spent on face-to-face interviews with supervisors.    The time 
spent for each face-to-face interview ranged from 46 minutes to 1 hour 36 
minutes (Table 3). Almost 82 percent of the face-to-face interviews took more 
than one hour, with about 67 percent of them lasting about 1 hour to 1.5 hours 
and 15% of them lasting 1.5 hours to 2 hours.  
 
Table 3 
Time Spent on Face-to-Face Interviews with Supervisors (N = 27) 
Time spent 
Number of supervisors 
n (%) 
45 minutes–1 hour 5 19% 
1–1.5 hours 18 67% 
1.5–2 hours 4 15% 
 
Principles used in interviews.  Charmaz (2006) has suggested that 
“for a grounded theory study, devise a few broad, open-ended questions. Then 
you can focus your interview questions to invite detailed discussion of topic... 
the structure of an intensive interview may range from a loosely guided 
exploration of topics to semi-structured focused questions” (p. 26).  As such, 
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an interview guide was developed with broad questions to facilitate the face-
to-face interview and to help the researcher to answer the research questions. 
In conducting the interviews, I relied on four principles. First, I used 
open-ended questions such as “how” and “what” in order to yield richer 
content for the subsequent data analysis. Second, I was guided by the 
framework offered by Tomm (1988), which involves distinguishing four major 
groups of questions, namely, lineal, circular, strategic and reflexive questions. 
As different questions elicit different effects, I consciously used linear 
questions to orient myself to the respondents’ situations, and asked myself 
basic questions such as, “who did what,” “where” and “when,” as these 
questions were necessary for me to ‘join’ the supervisors in understanding 
what they do in supervision. Third, I also used circular and reflexive questions 
methods throughout the interview sessions. Since the presuppositions of 
circular questioning are interactional and systemic, it assumes that “everything 
is connected to everything else. Questions are formulated to bring forth the 
‘patterns that connect’ persons, objects, actions, perceptions, ideas, feelings, 
events, beliefs, contexts and so on, in recurrent or cybernetic circuits” (Tomm, 
1988, p. 7). Fourth, reflexive questions were used to facilitate and trigger 
supervisors to reflect upon implications of their current perceptions and 
actions, as well as consider new options (Tomm, 1988, p. 8).   
Group Interviews: Theoretical Group and Group Validation Interviews  
 Two types of groups were convened to provide further insights into the 
supervisory process during the data collection and analysis phase: theoretical 
group interviews and group validation interviews. Morse (2007) has suggested 
the use of theoretical group interviews to further ‘push’ the analysis towards 
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completion. The group was to “provide the final missing pieces of the puzzle, 
polish data collection, complete processes of saturation, or provide any other 
information that the researcher requires” (Morse, 2007, p. 241). As a means to 
confirm the emerging model, the participants were asked to consider whether 
there was any congruence between their experiences and the emerging 
theoretical model. Out of the 27 participants of the study invited for the 
theoretical group interview, five participants attended the session. The rest 
cited busy schedule for their unavailability.  During the theoretical group 
interview, participants were given a presentation of the interim analysis and 
invited to facilitate the analysis by thickening the content of the emerging 
model. This helped to complete the process of saturation and provide further 
insights into the supervisory process.  
In addition, a group validation interview was conducted with six 
trainers and/or academics in the area of supervision and management. They 
were invited because of their familiarity with, and extensive knowledge of 
supervisory practices in Singapore. Different from the theoretical group 
interview, the participants from the group validation interview had to work 
deductively, with myself facilitating them to consider whether the analysis 
made sense to them, thereby “asking participants for a match between their 
experiences and the emerging theoretical model,” according to Morse (2007, 
p. 241). Their feedback and insights were subsequently incorporated to 
develop the emerging model.   
Summary of the Sessions Observed 
Table 4 is a summary of the different types of data collected and the 




Summary of Data Collected and Time Spent on Each Mode of Data Collection 
From Participating Organisations 
 
Family Service Centres/ 
Youth organisations 
Face-to-face interview 
(n = 27) 
Supervision session 
(n = 13) 
Group interviews  
(n = 5) 
1. FSC 1 √ (46 mins) √ (2 hr 1 min)  
2. FSC 2 √ (1 hr 21 mins)   √ 
3. FSC 3 √ (1 hr 27 mins)    
4. FSC 4 √ (1 hr 34 mins) √ (2 hr 3 mins)  
5. FSC 5 √ (48 mins)    
6. FSC 6 √ (1 hr 36 mins)   √ 
7. FSC 7 √ (1 hr 15 mins) √ (52 mins)  
8. FSC 8 √ (1 hr 8 mins) √ (1 hr 6 mins)  
9. FSC 9 √ (1 hr 3 mins) √ (59 mins)  
10. FSC 10 √ (1 hr 31 mins)    
11. FSC 11 √ (1 hr 21 mins)    
12. FSC 12 √ (1 hr 19 mins) √ (1 hr 16 mins)  
13. FSC 13 √ (1 hr 35 mins) √ (1 hr 30 mins)  
14. FSC 14 √ (1 hr 1 min) √ (2 hrs 4 mins)  
15. FSC 15 √ (1 hr 21 mins)    
16. FSC 16 √ (1 hr 1 min)    
17. FSC 17 √ (1 hr 10 mins) √ (2 hr 30 mins)  
18. FSC 18 √ (56 mins)   √ 
19. YO 1 √ (1 hr 20 mins) √ (1 hour )  
20. YO 2 √ (1 hr 10 mins) √ (1 hr 5 mins) √ 
21. YO 3 √ (1 hr 22 mins)   √ 
22. YO 4 √ (1 hr 15 mins) √ (1 hr)  
23. YO 5 √ (1 hr 15 mins)    
24. YO 6 √  (1 hr 18 mins)    
25. YO 7 √ (1 hr 21 mins)    
26. YO 8 √ (59 mins)     
27. YO 9 √ (58 mins)    





Using Grounded Theory Strategies  
In this section, I will demonstrate the different grounded theory 
strategies that were being adopted in this study, such as theoretical coding, 
constant comparison method, theoretical saturation and the role of delayed 
literature review. 
Theoretical Coding  
Given the rich data gathered from the interviews, coding started as 
soon as the interviews were transcribed. Theoretical coding is unique to 
grounded theory and it involves identifying the properties, dimensions and 
boundaries of data categories to explain the theoretical underpinnings of the 
phenomenon (Fendt & Sachs, 2008). I used line-by-line coding, which is a 
type of coding using gerunds that defines “implicit meanings and actions, 
gives researchers directions to explore, spurs making comparisons between 
data, and suggests emergent links between processes in the data to pursue and 
check.” (Charmaz, 2011, p. 368). Coding gives researchers analytical 
scaffolding on which to build their theory (Charmaz, 2005). In the following 
table (Table 5) illustrating coding, the codes reflect standard grounded theory 
practice, which is to focus on “defining action, explicating assumptions and 
seeing processes” (Charmaz, 2005, p. 216). The initial codes (also known as 
open codes) facilitated the development of “selective and focused” codes 
(Charmaz, 2003, p. 260), which were identified during data analysis. Based on 
these initial and subsequently focused codes, categories or themes emerged, 
leading to the development of a theoretical framework. The following is an 
example from one of the transcripts to illustrate the initial and focused codes 
identified in the line-by-line coding. This excerpt was taken from the 
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Appreciative Analysis phase in the PEACE supervision process developed 
from the data analysis. In this excerpt, the supervisor is shown to be 
performing both supervisory functions of educating the supervisee by helping 
her to see the importance of engagement and of supporting the supervisee by 
affirming the latter’s work with the client.  
Table 5  
An Example of Initial Grounded Theory Coding 
Narrative data to be coded Initial code Focused code 
Supervisor: But now do you see that, what you need is, the struggle 
is within yourself now. 
Focus on supervisee’s 
struggle. 
Supervisee’s emotions and its  
impact on work.  
 To put away your anxiety, just deal with the connection. Identify anxiety as 
struggle. 
 
 And once you can connect with this person, okay, and 
this person feels safe enough to open up with you, cos 
now he hasn’t worked with you, you know? 
Recommend connection 
to work with client. 
Using ‘connection’ to engage. 
 You’re still trying, you want him to work with you, then 
you can move on mah. 
Explain the importance 
of connection. 
Educate supervisees about 
engagement. 
 You can’t move him on, without this part, him being 
engaged to work with you. You get what I’m saying? 
So you want to reach this picture. 
Identify supervisee’s 
working stage with 
client. 
 
 But to move him from here to here, you need his 
engagement.  
Identify the importance 
of engagement. 
Identify the importance of 
engagement. 
 It’s not just putting in assistance, it’s not just connecting 




 He may say okay I don’t want church to come, I don’t 
want church befriender, I don’t want to be connected to 
what, handicap welfare, I don’t want the disabled 
society to come in, he will tell you all these things. 
Reaction and resistance 
of client to ‘connection’  
Barriers in engagement  
 Then what would you do, you’ll be stuck back to square 
one, which is what you’re afraid of. So in order for you 
not to get into that thing with him, now you have to 
engage him. 
Explain the link 
between supervisee fear 
with connecting. 
Better awareness.  
 And the engaging will be tough, because he’s testing 
you. 
Explain the difficulties 
with engagement. 
Barriers in engagement. 
 Because he has so-called, as you say lah, jaded, because 
people have treated him in a certain way, and he’s quite 
disenchanted. 
Linking client’s life 
history to difficulties. 




 So we have to break that through, by being sincere, Reinforce the 
importance of sincerity.  
Sincerity in engagement. 




Supporting and affirming.  
 
 This process of initial and focused coding generated various major 
themes and sub-themes, on which the theoretical ideas of the PEACE 
supervision process were based. Furthermore, coding practices allow us to 
“see our assumptions, as well as those of our research participants. Rather than 
raising our codes to a level of objectivity, we can raise questions about how 
and why we developed certain codes” (Charmaz, 2008, p. 221). One of the 
ways proposed by Charmaz (2008) to facilitate one to become aware as well 
as to break free from our own assumptions involves getting our colleagues, 
and even research participants to be engaged in the coding, as their responses 
to the data may help scrutinize our own formulated categories (Charmaz, 
2008). An illustration of the study’s adherence to this reflexive process is the 
revision made to the initial model of the supervisory process. The initial model 
of the supervisory process was presented to the research participants and 
social work trainers/academic in supervision to solicit their feedback on the 
accuracy of the model in reflecting the actualities of existing supervisory 
practice in Singapore. Based on the feedback from the theoretical group and 
group validation interviews, the model was revised: the place and priority 
phase was added, the description of the phase, analysis and support, was 
changed to appreciative analysis, and that of the collaborative idea generation 
phase was changed to collaborative planning. This process of getting the 
participants’ involvement is consistent with the assumptions of constructivist 
grounded theory, which suggests that both the researcher and participants co-
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construct the data through interaction, and seek interpretive understanding 
rather than theoretical generalizations (Charmaz, 2011). Hence, in carrying out 
the analysis, both the participants and I, sought and created meaning to the 
data. As a researcher, I was mindful of the existence of multiple realities, and 
that the emphasis of the constructivist grounded theory was to find out how 
different themes are related instead of looking for linear causality (Rodwell, 
1998).    
Constant Comparative Method 
The constant comparative method involves the simultaneous coding 
and analysis of data (Glaser & Strauss, 1967). With constant comparison, new 
data are constantly being compared with earlier data to make adjustment for 
emerging theoretical categories. Central to the idea of constant comparison is 
that data collection, coding and analysis are simultaneously performed 
together (Charmaz, 2011). This process aims to identify any new conceptual 
ideas that are both related and unrelated to the study’s initial ideas about social 
work supervision. After each interview, notes were taken to reflect on the 
interview process, as well as further curiosities from the themes that had 
surfaced from the interviews. This process was repeated with the interviews of 
each respondent, with previous interviews informing the following interviews. 
As a point for illustration, after the first few interviews, it became apparent 
that social work supervisors from single-centre and multi-centre agencies 
faced different challenges, given the differences in terms of organisation 
resources between the two types of organisations. The differences in the nature 
of challenges could influence their responses and experiences of dual-role 
challenges, with the multi-centre agencies possibly utilizing different 
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supervisory structure and processes afforded by having more resources, such 
as engaging external consultants for supervision and having specialised 
personnel to look into clinical and administrative supervision. I named this 
difference as one of the conditions that influenced social work supervisors’ 
responses towards the dual-role challenges. The constant comparison method 
allowed me to further examine how social work supervisors might differ in 
their responses, rather than merely focusing on their differences in responses.  
In addition, I kept a memo in which everything that came to mind 
about the data, such as categories and codes, were recorded. The note-keeping 
served as a useful tool for me to clarify occurrences and observations in the 
field, as the researcher continuously questioned and reflected on the 
connection between the data and the research objectives.  
Theoretical Saturation 
 The robust generation of theory is dependent on the completeness of 
data categories. According to Locke (2001), category saturation occurred 
when “subsequent data incidents that are examined provide no new 
information, either in terms of refining the category or of its properties, or of 
its relationship to other categories” (p. 53). Similarly, this study’s data reached 
category saturation after several incidents had been coded into a single 
category, in which identification of subsequent incidents with the category 
was relatively easy. In this study on social work supervisory process, after 13 
observation sessions and in-depth interviews, no new category were added to 
the PEACE supervision process, leaving the categories of priority and place, 
event recounting, appreciative analysis, collaborative planning, and 
67 
 
experimentation and accountability. This suggested that saturation had been 
reached and therefore, data collection was terminated at this point.   
Place of Literature Review  
 One of the distinguishing characteristics of grounded theory method is 
the postponement literature review (Charmaz, 2003, 2007). The key reason for 
the delay in literature review is to “allow categories to emerge naturally from 
the empirical data during analysis, uninhibited by extant theoretical 
frameworks and associated hypotheses” (Dunne, 2010, p.114). However, he 
argued against the abstinence from reading from a pragmatic viewpoint of 
PhD students, who need to depend upon producing a detailed literature review 
as they progress through the doctoral process. According to him, this issue of 
pragmatic difficulty was acknowledged by several authors, such as McGhee 
et.al (2007), Nathaniel (2006) and Glaser (1998) himself. Hence, I have taken 
the middle ground as proposed by Suddaby (2006) and Dunne (2010) by 
conducting a literature review in the initial phase to the extent that it provides 
me with broad concepts and a guiding framework, whilst being mindful of the 
threat of these external ideas in influencing the emerging theory development, 
that is grounded from the data. Further literature review was conducted as the 
data collection and analysis phase progressed. However, whilst the delay in 
literature review is consistent with the grounded theory, it poses a problem 
with the structure of the final written output, in this case a doctoral thesis 
(Dunne, 2010). As Dunne (2010, p.120) has observed, the “traditional 
‘literature review  findings  discussion’ structure, [yet this] may not fit 
with how the actual research developed, and may even seem inimical to the 
logical presentation of the study. Indeed, given the grounded theory research 
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process is non- linear, it is understandable that attempts to present it in a linear 
format should prove problematic.”  
As such, in deciding on the way to structure this study that uses 
grounded theory, I have considered both the ease for readers/examiners if the 
traditional research report writing is being used, as compared to the integration 
of the extant of literature until after the findings have been presented. Between 
these two differing structure, I have chosen to remain consistent with the 
grounded theory method in demonstrating the focus and natural development 
of the study. This decision means that in practice, detailed engagement with 
extant theoretical concepts is included after the presentation of the data 
findings, with a discussion of theoretical concepts from both related and 
diverse fields in the discussion chapter. For example, there is a further 
explanation of role strain theory that was identified as a theoretical framework 
with related concepts on role management and role balance/role ease during 
the discussion chapter in facilitating our understanding of the challenges and 
responses of social work supervisors.   
Data Management 
Charmaz (2011) has observed that grounded theorists are increasingly 
turning to data management software for data coding. The various advantages 
of using such software include the “(1) relative use of searching, retrieving, 
sorting, separating, and categorizing data and codes, (2) the ability to work at 
multiple levels of analysis simultaneously, (3) visibility of both the data and 
analytic processes; (4) document-sharing capacities for research team and (5) 
management and organisation of the data and emerging analysis”. (Charmaz, 
2011, p. 370). This study used the data software, NVivo 10 (QSR 
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International) to organize and document the data, as well as coding and 
analysis of the data. For example, all the transcripts for the interviews with 
supervisors and supervisory sessions were uploaded to the software. In 
addition, the software was used for taking memos and notes during the 
analysis phase. The cascade function of NVivo 10 helped with the 
construction and reconstruction of codes into categories during the coding and 
analysis process. One of the frequently used features was to query the data to 
look for words in the transcript with exact/similar meanings. Despite the 
usefulness of the software, the researcher acknowledges that no data software 
could substitute for the researcher’s interpretive capabilities.  
Methodological Rigour: Authenticity and Truthfulness  
Traditionally, there has been an emphasis in maintaining objectivity in 
doing social research. This is because the lack of objectivity would render any 
scientific enquiry flawed, since the claims to advancing knowledge would be 
baseless. As such, any researcher interested in conducting quantitative or 
qualitative research would often have to give due considerations to the issues 
of validity and reliability. Since qualitative research differs from quantitative 
research, writers search for and find qualitative equivalents that parallel 
traditional quantitative approaches to validity (Creswell, 2013). Instead, 
alternative terms that adhere more to naturalistic axioms, such as credibility, 
dependability,  transferability or replicability, as the naturalist’s equivalents 
for internal validity, external validity and reliability has been proposed.  
To establish methodological rigour, trustworthiness and authenticity 
are being considered (Denzin & Lincoln, 2005; Lincoln & Guba, 1999). 
Whilst trustworthiness considers the quality of the research product and 
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examines issues related to credibility and dependability, authenticity looks at 
the quality in the inquiry process. To enhance the credibility, prolonged 
engagement, peer debriefing and members’ checks were utilised.  
As I have been a social work supervisor for more than 12 years, the 
extensive exposure to supervision would enhance the credibility of the study. 
Moreover, it is believed that the participants would be more forthcoming in 
sharing their perspectives due to our good working relationship in the field. 
My familiarity with the subject matter as a researcher and practitioner would 
enable the conversation to flow more naturally. Rooney (2005) has suggested 
that insider research, defined as “projects where the researcher has a direct 
involvement or connection with the research setting” (p. 6), has the “potential 
to increase validity due to the added richness, honesty, fidelity and 
authenticity of the information acquired” (p. 7). In addition, peer debriefing 
was utilised, involving the engagement of academic supervisor and field 
supervisor with more than twenty years of working experience in providing 
advice and facilitating the development of the emerging model. Furthermore, 
members’ checks, which consisted of the validation group interviews were 
employed to solicit members’ reactions in the process of social construction.  
The use of reflexivity will enhance the credibility of the findings since 
I am the research tool, and there is open disclosures of preconceptions and 
assumptions that might have influenced data gathering and processing and the 
use of journals for reflection.  Additionally, efforts were made to provide a 
rich documentation of the research process to enhance the dependability of the 
findings by keeping three types of journals: a reflexive journal, a 




In this study, I have considered the research ethical issues of codes and 
consent, as well as confidentiality.  Codes and consent refers to informed 
consent and this means that “research subjects have the right to know that they 
are being researched, the right to be informed about the nature of the research 
and the right to withdraw at any time” (Ryen, 2004, p. 231). This prevents 
participants from being deceived and at the same time, respects their rights to 
make decisions about their involvement. I had sought the approval from IRB 
of NUS before embarking on data collection. During data collection, consent 
was sought to audiotape the interview session and both supervisors and their 
supervisees were informed beforehand that they could terminate the face-to-
face interview should they feel uncomfortable during the interview.  
I also considered the potential harm to participants resulting from their 
participation in this study, such as experiencing stress during the interview 
process. Had stressful situations occurred as a result of the interviews, the 
participants would be given the option to further discuss the emotional 
experiences or terminate the interview. These participants would also receive a 
follow-up call within three days of the interview if the researcher sensed that 
the respondents had felt unduly stressed about sharing their experiences. 
However, none of such incidents happened during the course of data 
collection.   
During data collection, various strategies were used to encourage 
responsiveness and spontaneity of the participants during interviews. These 
included explaining the purpose of the study and affirming the respondents of 
the relevance and importance of opinions. Each participant was given a token 
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of appreciation for their time in participating in the study. In addition, 
participants might have gain insight about social work supervision through the 
interview process and/or sharing of the research findings.  
 Confidentiality refers to the obligation to protect the participants’ 
identity, places and the location of the research (Ryen, 2004, p. 233). This is 
related to the concept of non-maleficence, which means the obligation to do 
no harm to the participants. Warren and Karner (2005) have suggested that 
human subjects can be protected from “the possibility of being ‘found out’ by 
published or unpublished research as a criminal, drug user, child molester, or 
such” (p. 34). As a qualitative researcher, it is difficult to promise participants 
anonymity since I know the identities of these participants. However, 
participants could be assured of data confidentiality. As a point for illustration, 
the audio recordings were disposed after transcriptions were completed. The 
transcribed data were stored in my personal computer, which is protected by a 
password. The soft and hard copies of the transcript would be deleted from the 
personal computer five years after research completion. This difference 
between confidentiality and anonymity, so long as it is distinctively made to 
respondents, would ensure that the respondents were more informed about 









The chapter presented the research methodology, proposing the use of 
interpretive epistemology and qualitative methodology which stemmed from 
the constructivist grounded theory method. The observation of the casework 
supervisory sessions and interviews with the supervisors sought to address the 
research objectives and questions that had been identified in Chapter Two. A 
total of 27 respondents from community-based agencies were interviewed. I 
have consciously utilised ideas and processes that were consistent with the 
constructivist grounded theory method, namely, theoretical sampling, constant 
comparison method and theoretical coding in the data collection and analysis 
phases. I have also adhered to the methodological and ethical rigour of 




Chapter Four  
Researcher Reflexivity 
 
In qualitative research, reflexivity is important as it enhances 
credibility of findings (Dowling, 2006). Reflexivity calls for researchers to be 
‘conscious of the biases, values and experiences that he or she brings’ 
(Creswell, 2013, p. 216) in writing. According to Creswell (2013), the first 
part of reflexivity involves the researcher revealing about his or her 
experiences with the phenomenon being studied and the second part relates to 
a discussion on how these past experiences shape one’s interpretation of the 
phenomenon. In this connection, a chapter on researcher’s reflexivity is 
thereby devoted to examine my assumptions and perspective, since it 
influences the choice of research paradigm and my interpretation of the data.  
Personal Reflexive Account: My Perspective and Assumptions 
Professional Background and Experience 
My journey to embark on a study on social work supervision begun 
with a curiosity…   
As a social work supervisor, I started to wonder what supervisors do 
when they want to process with their supervisees. What exactly goes into the 
process of “processing”? My curiosity intensified when I saw the difference 
supervision did to impact supervisees. Supervision could either lead to greater 
motivation to be a better social worker or fear and anxiety in supervisory 
sessions. With a belief to do ‘good’ to my supervisees and ultimately clients 
whom we serve, this led to my search for social work supervision training to 
enable me to be a better supervisor so that my supervisees could gain more 
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through my supervision sessions. Specifically, this “more” meant creating  
“more of a difference” in my supervisees’ approach in the application of 
knowledge and skills in social work practice. I was also hoping to impart in 
them a sense of passion/mission for social work practice through learning 
from my experience and mistakes as a practising social worker.    
My search and thirst for more knowledge in social work supervision 
led me to Counselling and Care Centre (CCC), as it was the only place which 
offered a diploma in clinical supervision. Whilst disappointed that it was not 
specific to social work supervision, I nevertheless happily signed up for the 
one year course. My encounter with the late Anthony Yeo who was the 
Clinical Director and Consultant Therapist  had a strong influence on me as a 
person, as we challenged and conversed with each other and the rest of the 
classmates about clinical supervision. I was awed by the amazing process that 
unfolds in each supervision session conducted by Anthony, and could only 
attribute that to the magical element when art and science fuses into one. The 
precision of questions, married with good timing in focusing, challenging 
supervisees in a safe and trusting relationship never failed to impress me as a 
learner.  
Influenced by my own practice and training with CCC, which tended 
towards postmodernistic thinking and collaborative work, I was keen to 
practise what I learned as a clinical supervisor. Yet, in reality, I found myself 
challenged by two conflicting and different paradigms as a social work 
supervisor: being a manager versus being a clinical supervisor. As a manager, 
I adopt a more modernistic worldview to assume an objective reality in my 
role as an administrator/Centre Director. This was influenced by the need to 
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allocate resources efficiently and effectively, and hence to determine the best 
approach in managing the centre’s programmes.  In this objective 
world/reality, the existence of the best approach lies with good calculation and 
calibration of resources, in terms of staff’s capability, time and finance. 
Hence, as a Centre Director, this meant taking the responsibility in making 
sound decision where resource management was concerned. Oftentimes, the 
use of “relationship” and logical argument to let the team to be “convinced” of 
“why I am doing what I am doing” became my approach.  
Yet, in supervising colleagues in their work, it was inevitable that they 
shared about their inadequacies and limitations in managing their cases/ 
programmes. This posed a dilemma since such truthful sharing could 
potentially put them in a disadvantaged position, because they are being 
appraised by the same person for their performance. The attempt to create a 
“safe and trusting” supervisory relationship to allow supervisees to grow and 
learn from mistakes had an unintended effect in posing risks for them.  
Hence, with the knowledge of my ‘power’, I consciously ensured that I 
used it to benefit my supervisees, without compromising with my ethical 
commitment to clients and accountability to the organisation and other 
stakeholders. I realised that this need to balance different demands and 
expectations of clients, supervisees, organisation and the stakeholders is not an 
easy one. I was curious and wondered how other social work supervisors 
managed their challenges.  
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Personal Background and Experience 
At the personal level, I feel privileged to have different supervisors 
with different stances supervising my professional work as a social worker for 
the past 18 years in different settings, including a government department, 
community-based agency and an education institution. Whilst some 
supervisors were directive, others were more nurturing in their approach and 
these different stances shaped how I view supervision. Of my different 
supervision experiences, the most impactful one for me was the clinical 
supervision course, as I had Anthony Yeo and a group of supervisors to 
journey together in my discovery about clinical supervision. The support and 
guidance allowed me to appreciate the importance of safety in a learning 
environment. In addition, I also benefitted greatly as a practising social worker 
in my eight years of practice in the community-based agency, where I 
experienced different supervision formats, such as monthly ‘live’ clinical 
supervision, bi-monthly case conferences and the presence of external 
supervisors to supervise casework. These different supervision experiences 
made me realise that regular supervision, with different formats would 
enhance supervisees’ learning experience.  
My Position and Potential Biases as a Researcher 
I approach this study with a curiosity to make sense of my professional 
practice. Hence, for this study, I see myself as a practice-researcher, in 
contributing towards an empirical understanding of social work supervision. 
Specifically, I want to look at the challenges faced by social work supervisors 
and their responses to the challenges. I hope to make the process of 
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supervision more explicit through documentation and conversations and 
observations of social work supervisors in action.   
I acknowledge the influence of postmodernistic ideas given my 
training as a clinical supervisor. Hence, processes which tend towards 
collaboration and evolving practices excites me. I can also easily orientate and 
attune myself to take on the less collaborative stance, when I position myself 
in the role of a supervisor with the managerial tasks.  
In addition, as I conduct supervision training in my role as a field 
coordinator, I do unconsciously look at the education function of social work 
supervisors during supervision sessions, since I am keenly interested to see 
how theories inform practice. Furthermore, I am also more attuned to analyse 
how different theories and skills which informed clinical social work practice 
due to my teaching of undergraduate practice modules.   
Impact of My ‘Self’ – Personal and Professional Experiences in the Research  
 Since my professional and personal experiences facilitated my 
understanding of the subject matter with relative ease, this could influence the 
data collection and analysis process in this study. For example, the “social 
worker” in me may facilitate more empathic response when supervisors relate 
their difficulties and ways to maintain balance in their dual-roles. Whilst this 
may encourage respondents to be more forthcoming in relating their 
experiences, I need to manage the internal process to prevent myself from 
selective listening. Hence, there were conscious effort to keep a reflective 
journal, as suggested by Rodwell (1998), to uncover my underlying 
assumptions and how this may influence the emergent inquiry. Additionally, I 
intentionally included a presentation of the analysis to participants and experts 
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in social work supervision through focus group sessions to allow the co-
construction of reality. This is consistent with constructivism, which is the 
research paradigm that was adopted for the study, since knowledge is 
“constructed through our lived experiences and through our interactions with 
other members” (Lincoln, Lynham & Guba, 2011, p.102) and that knowledge 
is jointly produced between the researcher and participants. Furthermore, the 
use of first person with an active voice in this thesis was intentional, since 
“writing is part of the process of qualitative investigation” (Holliday, 2007, 
p.121), and it becomes an interactive process for myself as a researcher to 
make reflexive sense of my role in meaning making through the research 
process.  
Conclusion 
I hope the sharing of my own personal and professional experiences 
and the acknowledgment of my inherent bias may allow the reader to have a 
glimpse of the world of supervision reality as I view it. Embarking on this 
research study, I was certain that I would be enlightened and challenged as I 









Chapter Five  
Challenges of Social Work Supervisors with Clinical and 
Managerial Roles 
 
Social work supervisors face different challenges in managing 
supervisees, the staff team and organisation on a daily basis. While some 
challenges are unique to having to juggle dual-roles, such as the dilemma 
between authority and ‘safety’, others concern supervisors’ personal and 
professional development in managing an organisation.  
This chapter will present the profile of supervisors and look at the 
challenges regularly encountered by them, and address the question: What are 
the challenges experienced by social work supervisors in their clinical and 
managerial roles, with the influences of multiple contexts (supervisor’s 
context, supervisory relationship context, organisational context and wider 
contexts)?  Specifically, the chapter highlights challenges concerning the role 
of a supervisor, challenges arising from the supervisory relationship and 
challenges arising from organisational management.   
Profile of Respondents 
Gender and Age Range of Respondents 
There are more female than male respondents, with about 30% males 
and 70% females (Table 6).  This higher proportion of females than males is 







Gender of the Respondents (N = 27) 
Gender 
Family Service Centres 
n = 18 
Youth Organisations 
n = 9 
Subtotal 
n (%) 
Male 6 2 8  (30%) 
Female 12 7 19  (70%) 
 
Table 7 on the age range of the respondents shows that half the 
respondents were in their thirties, and almost one third were in the forties. 
About one fifth were above fifty years old.    
Table 7 
Age Range of Respondents (N = 27) 
Age range 
(years) 
Family Service Centres 
n = 18 
Youth organisations 
n = 9 Subtotal 
31–40 8 5 13 (49%) 
41–50 7 2 9 (34%) 
51–60 2 2 4 (15%) 
61–65 1 0 1 (4%) 
 
Years of Work and Supervisory Experience  
About one-quarter had 10 or less years of work experience when they 
assumed headship of the family service centre or youth organisation (Table 7). 
Thirty-seven percent had between 11 to 20 years of work experience, while 
the rest (29%) had more than 20 years of work experience. In terms of 
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supervisory experience, about 41percent had 10 or less years of supervisory 
experience.  
Table 8 
Work and Supervisory Experience of Respondents (N = 27) 
Type of experience 






Work experience    
≤ 10 years 4 3 7 (26%) 
11–15 years 3 1 4 (15%) 
16–20 years 3 3 6 (22%) 
21–25 years 3 0 3 (11%) 
26–30 years 2 1 3 (11%) 
> 30 years 1 1 2 (7%)  
Supervisory experience    
≤ 10 years  6 5 11 (41%) 
11–15 years 1 3 4 (15%) 
16–20 years 8 1 9 (33%) 
21–25 years 2 0 2 (7%) 
26–30 years 1 0 1 (4%) 
 
Qualification of Respondents  
Except for three respondents, the rest had at least a bachelor’s degree 
in social work (Table 9). About one-quarter (26%) had a degree/master’s 
degree in social work, and another one third had a social work degree, in 
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addition to a diploma, bachelor’s or master’s degree in other disciplines, such 
as Masters in counselling.   
Table 9 





Organisations  Total 
Degree/honours in social work  12  12  (44%) 
Degree/Master’s in social work 6 - 6  (22%) 
Degree/Master’s in social work 
and diploma in other 
disciplines 
 
1 - 1  (4%) 
Master’s and above in other 
disciplinesa  
3 2 6  (22%) 
Degree in social work/ 
Master’s and diploma in other 
disciplines 
2 1 3  (11%) 
a Examples: Master’s in counselling, master’s in systemic psychotherapy. 
Having presented the profile of respondents interviewed for the study, 
the following section highlight the different challenges faced by these social 
work supervisors.    
Challenges faced by Social Work Supervisors   
A supervisor faces challenges in transiting from his/her role as a 
frontline social worker to the new role as the head of a department or the 
organisation, as well as challenges in juggling dual-roles as both manager and 
clinical supervisor. In the supervisory relationship, a supervisor faces 
challenges with maintaining the personal and professional boundary, and with 
helping supervisees manage their personal issues and their impact on work. In 
organisational management, supervisors face challenges arising from 
personnel issues, team management, management of internal and external 
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expectations, and from the introduction and management of organisational 
changes.    
Figure 3 summarises the main themes and sub-themes that emerged 
from the findings.  
 
Figure 3. Overview of the themes of the challenges faced by social work 
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 This section presents the challenges faced by social work supervisors 
transiting to their new role and/or assuming headship, as well as with 
maintaining their work-family life balance.  
Challenges with transiting into new role and/or assuming 
headship.  A quarter of the supervisors faced difficulties when they transited 
into their present role, whilst the rest of the supervisors had little or no issues 
with the transition. These supervisors with difficulties when they assumed 
headship struggled with (a) being a social worker in a managerial role and (b) 
maintaining work- family life balance.  
The struggle of being a social worker with a managerial role in the 
initial years.  Three supervisors reflected on their intense struggles in the 
earlier years as managers. One of them shared, “When I [became] the manager 
and I have to appraise people, I [found] it so stressful. So stressful…” This 
was especially so when they maintained a mentality similar to that of a 
frontline social worker involved in direct practice. The stress that arose with 
changes in their relationships with colleagues was disheartening to the 
supervisors and one of them almost “gave up” the managerial post:  
 
My so called struggle is probably less intense as compared to 
my initial years when I first picked up my role as a social 
worker, as a frontline person to become a supervisor… Because 
as a frontline [social worker], you have a very different kind of 
mindset. Your expectation, you know, your way of dealing with 
things—probably you’ll look at it from that perspective. So 
when I moved to become a supervisor, you will have a lot of 
struggle to supervise your colleague. Yeah? That means, 
shifting your way of dealing with client to shifting your way of 
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dealing with colleague is a very different kind of thing. Yeah, 
and a lot of struggle. And you just feel like giving up (laughs) 
Yea, the initial few years was very, very tough. (FSC 15, 
female, 20 years of supervisory experience) 
 
 
One of them was personally affected when managerial decisions 
impacted the staff team and some of their subordinates chose to quit the job. 
She felt torn between her roles as a social worker and an agency head, and felt 
bad about herself for making certain tough decisions:  
 
But I think when a new leader comes in, there would be certain 
clashes. Some people would find it very hard to adjust; some 
people would then decide to go lah. So that was something I 
had to deal with and not feel too bad about myself, that I came 
and chase people away. Because the first person that tendered 
was the cleaner. After that it was a lot of staff management 
issues, which I think as a social worker—I think a few times I 
cried and was very upset—because as a social worker, you 
don’t want to do certain things. But as the head, who has—who 
knows—what has been happening to the centre and has a way 
and idea about the decision on what it must be like, certain 
things just have to be done.”  (YO 6, female, 14 years of 
supervisory experience) 
 
This struggle with making tough decisions as an administrator could be 
related to one’s personality. One of the supervisors (FSC 8) lamented that 
social workers tended to be “nice” even in the managerial role. This is echoed 
by a non-social work head (YO 5) who agreed that personality matters with 
regards to how one performs one’s management role, and, to her, a careful 
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selection of candidates with a flair and interest in managerial role was 
important:  
 
I think … I’m… maybe more similar lah, maybe because of my 
personality also (laughs lightly). As much as I want to—like, 
wah—you know, be firm and all that, sometimes I also hear 
their struggles, or what could be difficult for them, so that is 
always the part that—ahhh (sighs deeply)—I don’t know how 
to describe it, you know. I think, you know, B (agency head) 
always say that you all social workers are too nice. (FSC 8, 
female, 6 years of supervisory experience) 
 
I think for that matter, in any management role—whether 
centre director or manager of a division or whatever it may 
be—personality counts. (YO 5, female, non–social work 
supervisor, 20 years of supervisory experience) 
 
Prior supervisory experiences and internal promotion/external 
recruitment as head. In contrast to those who struggled as social work 
supervisors, almost half of respondents had little or no difficulties with the 
transition. Their lack of difficulties were related to the transition being an 
internal promotion or an external recruitment to be agency head, and whether 
the supervisors had prior supervision experience.  
 Of those supervisors with little or no issues with the transition, almost 
one third were promoted to assume the managerial role, from a frontline 
practitioner prior to promotion. Many were given leadership roles either in the 
same organisation or in a different centre of the same organisation. As such, 




I took on the challenge and I must say that I am actually in 
(another agency’s name) for eight years, at which four years I 
served as a senior social worker, given a lot of opportunity to 
grow to learn because I am open minded; I am a keen learner. 
So I also get to be promoted to be the assistant director… so for 
four years I served as an assistant director in [name of another] 
centre. So coming here is like a natural progression. (FSC 6, 
female, 8 years of supervisory experience) 
 
 The perceived natural progression and prior supervisory experiences 
for those who were internally promoted and externally recruited appears to 
enable supervisors to cope better. Similarly, three supervisors who were 
externally recruited for headship had little struggle, echoing similar factors 
such as prior experience in supervision and formal authority given by the 
organisation as reasons that enabled them to manage the transition. Hence, 
despite having to function differently as a manager learning “how to do 
recruitment, how to do budget … even renovation works and all that (laughs)”, 
a supervisor expressed that the recognition and acknowledgement of one’s 
authority by the staff team made the transition as a centre head easier.   
 
So in a way I was quite lucky … the staff already see me as the 
manager so I don’t have much struggle with that; so when I 
come to [name of] agency, I come in as a head of the agency. 
So there is already authority given to me.  (FSC 2, male, 19 
years of supervisory experience) 
 
However, this worked differently for another supervisor who was 
externally recruited and struggled more intensely with team dynamics. In the 
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initial period as the agency head, he had to contend with the existence of 
‘cliques’ in the organisation. 
 
I think I faced that a lot more initially when I kind of joined the 
organisation, there are different groups of cliques that have 
already been formed. So you need to be careful on where you 
stand you know and how you kind of interact with various 
cliques.  (FSC 4, male, 9 years of supervisory experience) 
 
Based on the descriptions by supervisors, challenges with the transition 
to a new role or to headship may be easier if supervisors do not assume the 
‘social worker mentality’ in their managerial role. Prior supervision and 
exposure to managerial duties to prepare supervisors for the new role is 
helpful. Stress with transition into a new role may be high without a mentor to 
guide and support. One supervisor shared, “because you see, even the juniors 
they can get support from the senior right? Seniors can get support from the 
Centre Head, Centre Head get support from who?” The question about support 
remains valid for many social work supervisors, even for those with longer 
years of supervisory experience.  
 
Maintaining work-family life balance.  Apart from work-related 
factors pertaining to transition to headship, an added stress for female social 
work supervisors is their difficulty with maintaining work-family life balance. 
This is a real concern for working mothers, who are torn between the needs of 
the family and commitment to work. Three female supervisors related their 
struggles with prioritising between family or organisational needs. The former 
implies slowing down one’s career. The latter implies less time for family. The 
90 
 
struggle led one supervisor to ponder over whether sacrificing her family’s 
needs was a worthwhile decision.   
 
Haha (laughs). I struggle about my work-life balance. So that’s 
that bit because when momentum is being built, it is very hard 
to just pull back. If you pull back, the momentum can get lost. 
But yet then, I must, myself think lah, whether the sacrifices 
made on the family side is something that I can bear. (YO 6, 
female, 14 years of supervisory experience) 
 
   
Challenges with juggling dual-roles as a manager and a clinical 
supervisor.  The challenges social work supervisors faced with their dual-
roles as clinical supervisors and managers were related to the (a) tension 
between providing a “safe” supervisory relationship and ensuring 
accountability; (b) time management and (c) lack of expertise with different 
domains of social work practice.  
Tension between providing a safe supervisory relationship and 
ensuring accountability. Three supervisors shared that having dual-roles 
posed some challenges to the supervisory relationship. This is because of the 
perceived incompatibility between the tasks intrinsic to clinical and 
administrative supervision, with the former focusing on nurturing staff, and 
the latter, on evaluating staff.  
 
So, we will have difficulty to really balance these three functions 
(administrative, supportive and educational) well, and it might 
aggravate a little bit more about this tension as a supervisor that, on the 
one hand you might need—to want—your staff to complete certain 
administrative responsibility; on the other hand, you might also want to 
be more understanding. And because of the lack of time, you might not 
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be able to show so much of that [understanding]. 
 
 
One of the social work supervisors decided to segregate the 
administrative and clinical roles, with the belief that “supervision is a 
nurturing process … when we do evaluation or appraisal, it becomes a top-
down thing, and it’s not really [about] journeying together.” She added,  
 
When there are managerial responsibilities that come in, the 
person may lose that safety in that supervisory space, yeah… 
we talk about clinical supervision as a space that should be 
protected, and not be subjected to this kind of administrative 
things lah, so there is a clear segregation. (FSC 9, female, 7 
years of supervisory experience) 
 
Despite the recognition of the need for safe supervisory relationship, 
she prioritised her managerial role, gave greater emphasisis on service quality 
and casework management when she assumed headship. This was not well 
received by her supervisees, with the unintended effect of making some feel or 
perceive that the supervisory relationship was “unsafe”:    
 
So now that I try to tell them, social work supervision is also 
about managing caseload and… and… service quality and must 
do justice to your client, so it may not sit very well with my 
seniors, and—uh—even with my supervisees. Because you see 
when we do the administrative and service quality part, 
sometimes it will mean giving feedback to them, yeah, and 
because of the feedback, you know, it may be something that 
may point them to the blind spots or what. Then because of 
that, then sometimes they may feel they are not in a safe 




 Furthermore, this perceived lack of safety may be complicated by the 
administrative tasks to maintain compliance to protocols. While in the 
managerial role, a supervisor could be keen to monitor supervisees’ files. In 
contrast, he has to value trusting relationship with his supervisees in the 
clinical role. Hence, he sometimes faced a dilemma between being firm in 
decision-making or leaving more room for mistakes and development in the 
supervision process.  
 
You know? In fact I might want to check on everybody’s 
cases… It’s to keep people on their toes a bit, you know, I 
might check on your files anytime, and it can be any file… it’s 
also for me to say I have done my due process in making sure 
certain protocols have been adhered to lah. Yeah, yeah, but I 
guess maybe you should put it as administrative roles and 
supervision. From a clinical supervision point of view, I would 
be less concerned about checking people’s files lah.  (FSC 11, 
male, 6 years of supervisory experience) 
 
Challenges with time management. Apart from the dual-role tension 
between providing a “safe” supervisory relationship and ensuring 
accountability, the challenge with time management is related to supervisors 
having (a) difficulty in devoting time to perform different supervisory 
functions; and (b) a lack of time for direct practice.  
 Difficulty devoting time to perform different supervisory functions.  As 
social work supervisors with dual-roles as manager and clinical supervisor, it 
was often difficult for them to devote adequate time to performing different 
supervisory functions. Hence, it is difficult to balance educational/supportive 
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and administrative functions. As a result, the administrative functions often 
prevailed over educational/support functions.  
 
So, we will have difficulty to really balance these three 
functions (administrative, supportive and educational) well, and 
it might aggravate a little bit more about this tension as a 
supervisor that, on the one hand you might need—to want—
your staff to complete certain administrative responsibility; on 
the other hand, you might also want to be more understanding. 
And because of the lack of time, you might not be able to show 
so much of that [understanding]. (FSC 15, female, 20 years of 
supervisory experience) 
 
I have this view that you cannot do it (managerial role) too long 
lah… Because at the end of the day… like for example, I can’t 
do the clinical work that I want to do as much… I feel that 
sometimes I don’t do the supervision as well also, because my 
mind is really all over the place.  (FSC 11, male, 6 years of 
supervisory experience) 
 
As a result, these supervisors noted that a possible effect expecting 
supervisees fulfill administrative responsibilities at the expense of developing 
a trusting supervisory relationship. The consequence of being task-oriented in 
the supervisory relationship was that supervisees became more reserved and 
open communication became more difficult to achieve: 
So your worker will see that, gradually, they cannot tell you too 
many things on a personal basis. They may just relate to you on 
a very task basis or work basis… which I think might not be 





 A lack of time for direct practice. Nine supervisors had less time for 
direct practice after becoming supervisors, hence hampering their desire to 
maintain professional relevance in direct practice:  
 
I think it’s really about managing my time, because I am more 
inclined towards the clinical work, so I feel very guilty when I 
don’t get to maybe attend to my clients as much as I want to, 
attend to my colleagues as much as I want to, yeah… so that 
was my main struggles lah.  (FSC 8, female, 6 years of 
supervisory experience) 
 
I think it is challenging because of the demands of other 
components, especially the paper work, so it will become 
challenging where time is concerned. But at the same time, I 
find that we have to be in touch, so then I have to keep abreast, 
rather than not doing it.  (FSC 5, female, 6 years of supervisory 
experience) 
 
Lack of expertise with different social work practice domains.  
Supervisors found they had to be competent in both clinical and managerial 
tasks. This was especially tough for younger supervisors, since they are less 
grounded in the different practice domains. Two supervisors with less than 10 
years of working experience felt they might not have the expertise in certain 
domains of social work practice:  
 
Like last time, I always tell [name of superior], I don’t think I 
can be a supervisor because—okay, I think I’m very good in 
group work. That one I acknowledge—but I don’t think I am 
good in casework. And if I supervise a staff in casework, I 
don’t think it’s fair to the staff… and that is something I’m not 




Because some of my peers would have stayed in an agency 
from right after graduation until now, they would have an 
experience of at least ten or eleven years. So it’s a very steady 
approach of being a social worker… at a junior level, all the 
way to ED-ship [executive director] whereas I don’t, so I start 
very much zero based (with casework).  (FSC 16, female, Less 
than 1 year of supervisory experience) 
 
Factors which influence the emphasis and preference towards 
managerial/clinical roles. Even though some supervisors might position 
themselves differently in the emphasis towards managerial/clinical roles, 
there are some contextual factors which influence their emphasis. This is 
dependent on factors related to (a) time availability, (b) ruptured supervisory 
relationship, and (c) belief and emphasis to uphold service accountability.  
Time availability. A few social work supervisors developed a tendency 
to be more task-oriented as a manager due to time constraints, despite valuing 
relationship and preferring to be understanding.  
 
So my key challenge is, I don’t have enough time.  So just 
because of that, sometimes you may sacrifice the frequency, the 
consistency of it. Or make the session, how to say, compact? So 
when you are too short of time, you’ll sacrifice something. 
Let’s say for example we might look at one or two cases first, 
but often times, you might not have enough time to do a lot of 
good reflection with the worker… we tend to do a bit more on 
the administrative things, because that is a requirement. (FSC 
15, female, 20 years of supervisory experience) 
 
Perceived safety of the supervision so that is why then more 
has to be put into having an ongoing conversation on “what has 
it been like for you?” However doing that right, the 
disadvantage is, if you just have one person doing all these, it is 
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likely you lump everything together in that one hour. Then 
generally what takes over is administrative supervision.  (FSC 
10, male, 18 years of supervisory experience) 
 
Ruptured supervisory relationship.  One of the dual-role challenges 
concerns performance appraisal and making demands on supervisees’ work 
performance. With ruptured supervisory relationship, it was not possible to 
play the role of a clinical supervisor, since this role demands a greater level of 
trust and certain degree of self-disclosure (Haynes et al., 2003, Kaiser, 1997). 
Three supervisors felt that it was challenging to appraise their supervisees, 
especially for those who are not performing well. One of them, in particular, 
had a difficult experience in which she struggled intensely with conducting the 
appraisal of a supervisee who was not performing well.  
In her opinion, the conflict she had experienced with conducting the 
performance appraisal would not have been a significant issue if the 
supervisee had been doing well. However, when the supervisee’s performance 
had not been satisfactory and when there was a lack of trust in the supervisory 
relationship, as in the case cited by the supervisor, communicating with the 
supervisee about her performance became an uphill task:  
 
But when there is even the bit about performance, expectations 
not being met, it becomes a very untenable situation. Until it 
comes to a point where the trust is not there anymore because 
you already, you know the other person also knows that you are 
in that mode already. Of even questioning, what are you doing? 
Why are you not doing certain things? Why are certain policies 
of the organisation not being adhered to? … The trust was no 
longer there, the communication broke down because the other 
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party did not want to say anything anymore.  (YO 6, female, 14 
years of supervisory experience) 
 
Belief and emphasis to uphold service accountability. It appears that as 
supervisors oscillate between wanting to be supportive to supervisees and 
having to be responsible to clients, they give priority to the latter. That is, their 
responsibility to clients overrode their role of supporting their supervisees:  
 
Now being a manager—a lot of money—uh, numbers are in my 
head (laughs), so it comes out during the supervision. Uh, 
because when you’re just a clinical supervisor, it’s a very 
nurturing process, and don’t have to care about reporting all 
that … And then this month, this financial year, every month is 
deficit (laughs), so and it never happened before in past, so this 
circumstance caused me to become uh, very conscious of the 
output lah, so it spills over during supervisions sometimes, 
yeah. So instead of just zooming into one case, or how the 
supervisee is coping, umm, I have to intentionally set aside 
time to do admin supervision, talk about how to manage the 
entire caseload, so that we can meet the minimum criteria 
(laughs). (FSC 9, female, 7 years of supervisory experience) 
       
Another supervisor shared her painful experience and the dilemma of 
wanting to be ‘kind’ to fellow social workers while ensuring performance 
standards are met. Inasmuch as she wanted to be supportive, she had to uphold 
the standards of social work practice and be accountable to the agency and 
clients:  
 
Then it was basically about protecting the organisation. It was 
about accountability; it was about making sure that the clients. 
At the end of it, the welfare [of the clients] is being protected. It 
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was about policing and jaga-ing (colloquial word for watching 
or managing) already because when the basic is not being met; 
you really have to, at the end of it, you have to go down to who 
is the most important, which is the client. And at the top, the 
important part is the agency also because when the agency is 
called into question; when a complaint is made, we have to 
keep in already.  (YO 6, female, 14 years of supervisory 
experience) 
 
She described her internal conflict to be related to the different ‘voices’ 
of a social worker, with one voice suggesting that the lack of performance is 
an issue of ‘fit’ between the worker and the organisation, and another voice 
beckoning her not to compromise the standards of social work practice:  
 
It was something that I really struggled with, because to come 
in and to tell a social worker that you are not performing, and in 
the history of the organisation to be the first Director to scold 
someone for appraisal, it was very, very painful. That was—it 
was like—internally, you are thinking, “You are a social 
worker, you are a human being, you can’t do that to another 
person.” Then another bit of the social worker says, “It is about 
fit, you know, how do you justify the fit, you know?” It’s not 
that this person cannot be a social worker; she could be a better 
social worker in another environment, another organisation, 
another situation. Then, on another level, at a higher level 
thinking, “No! Where is the social work standard?” (YO 6, 
female, 14 years of supervisory experience) 
 
It appears that doing appraisals and the emphasis on standards is not 
peculiar to social work supervisors with managerial role, since it is the generic 
function of managers (Evans, 1999, Menefee, 2004). However, it appears to 
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create greater conflict for both social work supervisors and supervisees, when 
there is the expectation that supervisors have to be supportive and 
understanding.  
With an increased emphasis on outcomes and/or output measurements, 
it appears that supervisors facing the problem of resource limitation may 
prioritise administrative function over other functions. This finding is 
consistent with studies that showed the negative impact of managerial 
framework of service delivery on supervision (Clare, 2001, Gibbs, 2001). 
Other studies have suggested that managerialism intensifies the struggles of 
social work supervisors in meeting organisational demands and professional 
responsibility in supervisory practices (Hughes & Pengelly, 1997; Phillipson, 
2002). Preoccupation with ensuring administrative oversight has diffused the 
integrity of using supervision as a learning-focused activity (Peach & Horner, 
2007). 
Supervisory Relationship 
 Having discussed the challenges experienced by social work 
supervisors as the individual level, this sections looks at the challenges at the 
supervisory relationship. In the supervisory relationship, supervisors had 
difficulties maintaining the personal-professional boundary. Additionally, 
supervisors find it challenging when supervisees were impacted by their own 
personal issues at work.  
Difficulties with maintaining personal and professional boundary.  
The supervisory relationship is both a personal and professional relationship. 
As such, there is a need to maintain clarity in work expectations and in making 
job demands, whilst managing the relationship at a personal level. Seven 
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social work supervisors found it tough being a boss and friend simultaneously 
to their supervisees:   
 
Because in the supervisory relationship, we always talk about 
personal stuff sometimes and how it affects cases. So when you 
build that kind of trust you have certain expectation about how 
the other person need to respond to you and sometimes the 
expectation will also include the person giving you more 
chances and more exceptions, even though you are aware of the 
person’s roles. I suppose because I can imagine all these and 
because this is a part of being a human being, then it makes it 
hard, like you know, like because I am not going to meet this 
expectation and what is this going to mean? Am I betraying the 
person as I am still going to do something which is unpleasant 
for the person and for me? So I would say that being clear 
make it possible for me to do it but it doesn’t make it any 
easier.  (YO 2, female, 14 years of supervisory experience) 
 
Right, it’s very blurry you know, like how do you define a 
supervisor? And I think sometimes, apart from just talking 
about work, you know, what happens sometimes as a 
supervisor and as a manager, your staff will come to you with 
their personal issues as well, you know which is… which is 
again, sometimes it’s hard to separate from, you know.  (YO 9, 
female, 8 years of supervisory experience) 
 
One of them shared that with increased familiarity with supervisees, 
there is a tendency for transference to take place. She has since learnt to draw 





What happened was, I think cos’ we’re so close, she has a lot of 
family issues… she’s angry that her sister is not like me, so 
there’s a lot of transference issue. She sees it as like, very 
caring, although a boss, very caring, very capable, then how 
come the sister is full of rubbish and bullshit and all those 
things lor. So [as a result] she sees me as her little sister.  (FSC 
13, female, 22 years of supervisory experience) 
 
Personal issues and their impact on work.  A quarter of the 
supervisors highlighted having difficulties supervising supervisees who were 
affected by their personal issues in direct practice with clients. This 
transference/counter-transference seems to impact social workers, particularly 
those who work with youths in youth organisations, who tend to feel the need 
to take on greater responsibility for their young clients: 
 
I mean it’s a daily challenge… How, you know, their [workers] 
own personal issues sometimes, err, are reflected in the work 
that they do and they are not even aware of it, you know, and 
ethics and all that. These are daily challenges. It’s on a very 
regular basis and sometimes, you’re talking about a certain 
youth and you see the reaction in one worker being very 
strong… As a supervisor, for me, I know that there is 
something that creates that. So, making sure that I address that. 
(YO 9, female, 8 years of supervisory experience)  
 
This counter transference often relates to supervisees’ inability to 
resolve their personal issues. Supervisors often notice ‘themes’ surfacing in 
their supervisees’ work with clients. For example,  a social work supervisor in 
a youth organisation related that her supervisees tended to get angry with their 
clients’ parents for ‘abandoning’ the youths. As supervision progressed, the 
supervisors realised that the worker’s anger was related to the supervisees’ 
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personal issues, often stemming from their anger and disappointment with 
their own parents in their younger days:  
 
So you hear a lot of them (supervisees) saying, “I’m very angry 
with the father, how can they be so?” As you look closely, and 
you feel that as they are working with the youth, they are 
carrying a lot of their anger as well. So you kind of help them, 
peel, you know like onion, you peel a little bit and all that and 
you realise that there is disappointment in their own parents. 
So, the disappointments that manifest in the anger issue. So as 
you’re working with them, you find that they come to an 
impasse in working with the parents.  (YO 8, female, 15 years 
of supervisory experience) 
 
 In supervisory relationship, two themes concerning challenges surfaced. 
These are related to managing personal and professional boundary, as well as 
facilitating supervisees to manage their personal issues in their work. The 
personal and professional boundary in client-social worker relationship and 
supervisee-supervisor relationship is permeable and easily transgressed. The 
self of the workers, being tools used in clinical work, may be triggered and the 
phenomenon of transference and counter-transference occurred. When personal 
issues of supervisees surface in case discussion, it is easy for supervisors to slip 
into the therapist role to facilitate personal growth and restore healing. Yet, this 
temptation to be a therapist in restoration work may unintendedly blur the 
supervisory boundary. Yet, to resist sharing of personal issues by supervisees 
and setting artificial and rigid boundary may render less authenticity in 
supervisory relationship. On the other hand, to take on the therapist role raises 
an ethical dilemma, since this may “widen the power differential between 
supervisor and supervisee” (Storm, Peterson, Tomm, 2002). Seen in this light, 
103 
 
it is unsurprising that social work supervisors experience conflict of this 
personal and professional nature in supervisory relationship.  
Organisation Management 
This section highlights the challenges supervisors faced in managing 
the organisation in their administrative capacity. The need to manage the 
organisation relates to the managerial role of the supervisor. Apart from facing 
challenges that are related to themselves as a supervisor and to the supervisory 
relationship, supervisors have to contend with issues that are related to 
organisation management. Three major themes were highlighted and these 
were related to (a) planning and managing organisational changes, (b) 
personnel issues and (c) team management.   
 
Planning and managing organisational changes.  Three supervisors 
shared their experience of facing resistance from their staff when they wanted 
to make structural changes to the organisation. One of them felt that the staff’s 
resistance was related to organisational culture. As such, he described having 
felt ‘lonely up there’ in the initial months of joining the organisation. In 
deciding the components and pace of change, he was mindful of the team 
dynamics:  
 
I think it is about sometimes organisation’s culture that has 
already been set. And sometimes you see the need to bring 
about change but staff not willing to bring about some change. 
So I think of course the usual is to really sit down with each of 
them to know where they are, what is driving them and some of 
those things. But it comes to a point of time that when certain 
change is necessary but especially when you meet some 
resistance that may be “because I have been in the organisation 
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for much longer time” and so on. So really being conscious 
about how fast should I push this; and where should we strike a 
compromise; should I push it through because how you relate 
to that staff will affect how the others around you will also 
perceive you? (FSC 4, male, 9 years of supervisory experience) 
 
 Related to the idea of resistance to change is familiarity with protocols 
and processes within the organisation. One of the supervisors questioned the 
relevance of maintaining processes and protocols. It helped that he had been 
promoted internally and therefore experienced the limitations of adhering to 
protocols for the sake of doing so. His experience as a frontline social worker 
prompted him to effect changes that paid more attention to the needs of 
clients:  
 
And there was also a lot of dilemmas, like you know, in the 
past we were very insistent on certain processes and protocols. 
Then I also start to question, who is this protocols and 
processes for? Is it for the clients, or is it for ourselves? You 
know, shouldn’t we have protocols and processes that should 
be more adhered to the needs for the clients? You know if we 
keep insisting on our structure, then we are putting ourselves on 
the pedestal lah, you know? We are not really working towards 
the client’s needs.  (FSC 11, male, 6 years of supervisory 
experience) 
 
 Three supervisors shared that effecting change and maintaining 
stability posed a challenge to them. The need for simultaneous movement to 
effect change in programmes and ensuring that the change did not pose a huge 
challenge to the team was critical:  
Change and stability. I have to stabilise certain subgroups, but 
yet I have to effect change in others. I have to bring about 
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stability in certain things. Eh, am I repeating myself? I have to 
change certain things but yet not change so much that 
everything tips over.  (YO 6, female, 14 years of supervisory 
experience) 
 
Personnel issues.  Apart from organizational changes, social work 
supervisors face challenges pertaining to personnel issues, namely, (a) staff 
recruitment and retention, and (b) remuneration and career advancement.  
Staff recruitment and retention.  More than half the respondents faced 
difficulties with staff recruitment and retention, due to the low supply and high 
demand for social workers. One of them shared that the difficulties with staff 
recruitment and retention were not limited to meeting manpower needs, but 
also concerned looking for the right candidate for the job, since recruiting the 
‘wrong guy for the job’ might pose more issues in managing the staff team 
subsequently. Increasingly, the local requirement to employ social workers 
with accreditation had made it harder for social work agencies to find the 
‘right’ social worker who fit both the job description and the funder’s 
requirements. One of the implications of persistent and prolonged manpower 
shortage was that many social work supervisors interviewed for this study 
found it difficult to allow their colleagues to go for sabbatical leave under the 
Sabbatical Leave Scheme administered by the National Council of Social 
Service (NCSS):   
 
Yes, even now when all the FSCs have additional funding, now 
we have a common problem, where to find the social workers? 
But to me is finding the right candidate is very important… 
That is the managerial problem that I faced. Because you will 
feel that “you are a social worker, how can you do such a 
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thing?”  So therefore I am pretty strict with recruitment because 
I have suffered last time so I know what it is (laughs). I went 
through the hard way. (FSC 3, female, 17 years of supervisory 
experience) 
 
And also to see is they are lucky or not lucky, what kind of 
staff they can get… and nowadays they have this requirement 
about accreditation, so you have a lot of things to meet, right?  
(FSC 15, female, 20 years of supervisory experience) 
 
There was agreement among the social work supervisors interviewed 
for this study that it was time consuming to educate younger workers. The 
high turnover in manpower impacted the social work supervisors, with some 
feeling frustrated with the cycle of intensive training for supervisees, followed 
by their exit within a short time. This trend has been more acutely felt in the 
past few years, as there was a high demand and low supply of social workers 
in the social service sector. Youth organisations and single-centre agencies 
tended to be impacted by staff mobility as these social work agencies offered 
less opportunities for career advancement and lower remuneration packages 
due to limited funding compared with government agencies:  
 
We hardly have a problem of retention until the last two years 
(laughs), and we trying to figure out what is happening? And 
one of the things is the field is very short of social workers and 
we are differently funded; and when other places are much 
more well funded and they can provide higher salary scale, we 
will see a movement out of the organisation. And I think the 
other one is that in the last one, two years, we seem to see that 
workers after two to three years wanting to go for further 
studies, go for specialisation; so it is like the cycle for service is 
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shorter, as compared to previously, it feels like it. (YO 2, 
female, 13 years of supervisory experience) 
 
Because when new workers come out, teaching them is 
resource very intensive… And the problem is… two or three 
years, then they chao (colloquial word for leaving) [the 




Where staff retention is concerned, social work supervisors from the 
youth organisations faced a great challenge as it was tough to retain workers in 
the youth social work sector. Compared with her previous work experience in 
an FSC, one of the supervisors in a youth organisation found working with 
youths more demanding, due to the nature of risk issues posed by youths:  
 
So the commitment towards change, the surroundings, the 
resources are all very challenging. So given that anyone 
working with the youths, it is also very draining… And because 
they are at risk, they tend to put themselves at risk, they test 
their boundary too… It’s a very tough place. (YO 8, female, 15 
years of supervisory experience) 
 
She further cited the lack of training, low pay and low commitment of 
clients that make retention of youth workers difficult:  
 
Four [clients] who went [for the programme], first month, so 
much problem but [the youth workers] stayed on. Second 
month, on attachment, left with one [youth worker]. Look, the 
success rate, not success rate, the retaining rate [of clients] is 
only 25% or below. How do you expect anyone who is young 
in this youth work, trainings are not a lot… You do a 
calculation and you know that it is not easy to retain. Pay is 
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also low, youth worker come in at a low, lower [pay]. (YO 8, 
female, 15 years of supervisory experience) 
 
Remuneration and career advancement.  Apart from recruitment and 
retention issues, six supervisors highlighted the challenge of managing staff’s 
expectations concerning remuneration and career advancement. In recent 
times, the salary revisions proposed by Ministry of Social and Family 
Development, the then Ministry of Community Development, Youth and 
Sports (MCYS) and National Council of Social Service (NCSS) were no doubt 
helpful for social workers. Yet, it became a challenge for heads of agencies, 
since non-social work colleagues might deem it unfair when they did not 
receive the same pay increase.  
 
Definitely there are challenges (laughs). Definitely, definitely, 
number one is how do you balance between staff expectations? 
For example, the recent salary revision announcement by 
MCYS, NCSS. So, how do you manage staff’s expectations to 
board’s thinking? So staff definitely will think individually “I 
am a social worker. There is this big news about salary 
revision. I am expecting by 15%,” right? Whereas at our end 
we also have to manage that expectation. It is not all of them 
going to get 15%; it is up to 15%. But then again, which of the 
group is getting that? So that is something that we have to 
manage the staff and we have to advise the board.  (FSC 2, 
male, 19 years of supervisory experience) 
 
Team management: The challenge with team dynamics.  Other than 
managing organizational changes and personnel issues, team management 
posed a challenge to more than half the respondents. Three supervisors shared 
that team management posed a challenge, given the diversity in team 
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members, due to differences in gender, age and disciplines. One of them found 
it difficult to supervise female supervisees, whereas another supervisor felt 
that making the team perform well is not easy.  
 
Yeah, team management was the biggest problem. And I think 
that does have an impact on the team dynamics and on 
supervision as well. Because it so happened that I was 
supervising all the guys, then another person was supervising 
all the girls. Then, I’m also the head. So it became a very 
difficult … It became a gender divide kind of a thing. And I 
was trying to connect with the girls a little bit more.  (FSC 11, 
male, 6 years of supervisory experience) 
 
It is very difficult to manage the team because the team is 
composed of different individuals, and you can always talk to 
every individual and as a team how you perform is about the 
outcomes. So when the outcomes do not meet, then you are 
more likely to assume that the team is not working quite well. 
So the team performance will affect the outcome and I work a 
lot individually to see how they can do better as team members 
and that is what I can do in supervision.  (YO 1, female, 5 years 
of supervisory experience) 
 
In addition to having different characteristics in the team that made 
management difficult, a supervisor highlighted that the increased size of her 
organisation meant lesser time for interaction, which affected her ability to 
build trust among team members:  
 
Compared to the time when I was a centre manager that time, 
the team was very small, about 10 people and I can talk to 
every staff. That time, the bonding and supervision was very 
good because I can see them every time. But as we built the 
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team, we built extra centres, so my visibility and presence with 
the staff might not be that strong. And that was the challenge, 
many staff will think that “she does not know us very well 
already. Whatever that we feel from the ground, she is not 
aware”. So that part of the trust has been robbed. So that is the 
challenge, how do I stay connected with the staff … to build a 
team? I mean, it is a good sign to get bigger and bigger, but of 
course if trust is not there and bonding is not there, it is looking 
big that’s all, nothing else.  (FSC 7, female, more than 15 years 
of supervisory experience) 
 
Since the team is ‘more than the sum of its parts’, managing teams 
within the organization may be challenging, as one has to consider individual 
characteristics and its effects on team dynamics.  Hence, the increase in 
organization size may add on to the complexity of team management. 
 
Management of internal and external expectations.  Managerial 
roles also required social work supervisors to manage staff expectations, 
which often differed from the requirements of stakeholders, such as the board 
of directors, NCSS and MSF. In addition, some supervisors also reported 
having difficulties to align the expectation of staff and the management or the 
advisory board of the agency.  
Aligning staff expectations with stakeholders’ requirements.  In view 
of the recent changes by funders of FSCs to require more key performance 
indicators (KPI) to measure the centres’ effectiveness, almost half the 
respondents had to manage the expectations of their staff. Many of their staff 
viewed the increased KPI as an additional burden to their existing workload 
and/or to direct social work practice:  
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But of course as a manager over here, just like any other FSCs, 
we also have like common enemy. Suddenly, the funding 
agency wants to change this policy, that policy, and before we 
can catch up, it is like, we don’t know what you are telling us to 
do… And then right now, the FSC not just a FSC, we have to 
network with schools, we have to network with CDC and you 
know there are certain KPI and we are graded by other people. 
Sometimes it is not quite fair because, you know, in some FSC 
you have a few MPs [members of parliament] to work with, if 
you happen to work with two MPs or three MPs, you don’t 
[meet their expectation] then they will scold you badly.  (FSC 
3, female, 17 years of supervisory experience) 
 
Two of them described having to manage their staff who were unhappy 
about having to comply with the expectations and demands of the agencies’ 
stakeholders, who were Members of Parliament (MP) or funders of their 
agencies:  
 
So I had one staff who said she’s very unhappy, why do we 
now have to kowtow to the MP? Right. so, even the word 
kowtow to the MP, uh, shows something lah, about your 
attitude… It’s not kowtow to MP, but to think more 
collaborative? (FSC 12, male, 20 years of supervisory 
experience) 
 
I think you have to basically be aware that your KPI given by 
organisation, for example NCSS. It may not sit so well with 
younger workers but older workers are fine, as they are long 
enough and they will tell that KPIs as something you have to 
follow. For the younger ones, it is very different. So ultimately, 
your supervision has to impact them and they will ask, “Why 
must we wayang (colloquial word for put on a show) for NCSS 
112 
 
just because they want us to do this?”  (FSC 5, female, more 
than 20 years of supervisory experience) 
 
In addition, apart from managing unhappiness of supervisees due to the 
change in KPIs for some FSCs, two social work supervisors from youth 
organisations also shared their difficulties to manage outcomes with at-risk 
population. They cited their difficulties with managing clients’ outcomes, as 
they work with at-risk youth populations.  
 
But once you get into any funding, there is KPIs and when it 
comes to youth work, what kind of KPIs do you expect? I can 
give you numbers. The outreach work I have done. You know, 
just one month, I can befriend–my team befriends—40 youths. 
All have issues, all these 40 youths. How many can we 
retain?... But out of this 20-30% where we actually sieve them 
out to do follow up, you think they would come and thank you? 
No, a lot of follow-up. And we are trying to say at least two 
follow-up a week or at least one follow-up for one. That itself, 
how resource and manpower-intensive. A couple, in fact, if 
they throw a crisis at you—wow, that’s about it. (YO 8, female, 
15 years of supervisory experience) 
 
Challenges with the advisory/management board of the agency.  
Almost half the social work supervisors shared that the advisory/management 
board had been supportive of the agency. The areas that they were helpful in 
include providing organisational direction, grounding their decision-making 
on feedback received from the staff team. However, two social work 
supervisors related that they had a more challenging experience with their 
agency’s advisory boards. One of them shared about having to persuade her 
staff team to be involved in promotional and marketing activities to meet the 
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board’s demands to be more visible in the community, even though some of 
the staff did not see the relevance to social work practice:   
 
You know, it’s a lot of visibility, but at the same time for the 
social workers they find it quite “not my core work”. So I’m at 
a negotiation front constantly with my management committee. 
(FSC 16, female, less than 1 year of supervisory experience)  
 
 
She believed in educating her staff team about doing professional work 
so that over time, the management could be convinced in the value of such 
work. This involved meeting service standard requirements, such as having 
consent forms and care plans for clients. On the other hand, another supervisor 
had a renewal of board members and this has helped. She shared that the 
initial years of working with the advisory/management board had been tough 
because some of the board members had not been as attuned to social work, 
thus making it a challenge to align the agency’s operations and programmes 
with the expectations of the board members.   
  
Working with my board initially was tougher. I think over time 
we bring in people that are more attuned to the ground. So 
initially I had more challenges working with the board. So you 
need some years lah, for the workers to… in and out, get a 
better board… so working with the board is always a challenge 
lah. (FSC 13, female, 22 years of supervisory experience) 
 
This section discussed the difficulties with aligning staff expectations 
with stakeholders and the challenge with having advisory board members who 





Social work supervision has been used as a process to socialise young 
or new social workers into the profession. Guided by the different educational, 
administrative and supportive functions, social work supervisors dutifully 
allocate different resources, such as their expertise, time and manpower to 
fulfil these functions, balancing between resource limitations in their agency 
and professional commitment and responsibility. Yet, for some of these 
supervisors, the transition into the role of head of the agency posed greater 
challenges to them in the initial years, especially for those who lacked 
preparation and/or support for the role. The maintenance of a mentality similar 
to frontline or direct social workers made it tough for them to supervise their 
colleagues, since these social work supervisors continued to value 
relationships. While this value is intrinsic to the social work profession, it 
appears to pose a challenge to the supervisory relationship. This experience of 
stress is not unique, as Kadushin and Harkness (2002) have identified that the 
transition from worker to supervisor means adopting more appropriate 
attitudes and behaviour in response to the changes in role. Bramford (1978) 
noted that:  
the very qualities which make a good social worker are often 
the antithesis of those required in management. Talking things 
through patiently and determinedly is an admirable quality 
applied to work with clients. Applied indiscriminately to 
management decisions great and small, it is a recipe for 
administrative paralysis.” (cited in Kadushin and Harkness, 
2002, p. 283)    
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 In addition, the issue with maintaining personal and professional 
boundary remains for social work supervisors, who have to balance between 
facilitating growth of supervisees and maintaining ethical commitment to 
clients and supervisees in the supervisory relationship.    
Summary 
This chapter has presented the profile of social work supervisors, and 
the challenges faced at the different levels, in terms of their dual-roles as 
administrator/manager and clinical supervisor, supervisory relationship, 
organisation management and management of internal and external demands. 
Having presented these challenges, the next chapter will present the social 
work supervisors’ process of conducting supervision in a clinical context.  
Figure 4 summarises the different challenges faced by social work 




Figure 4. Challenges of social work supervisors with managerial and clinical roles. 
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Supervisor-related 
Challenges with transition into new role/ assuming 'Headship' 
 The struggle with being a social worker in a managerial role 
 Maintaining work-family life balance 
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 The tension providing a safe supervisory relationship and ensuring 
 accoutability 
 Time management 
 Lack of expertise with different social work practice domain 
Supervisory Relationship 
Difficulties with maintaining personal and professional boundary 





Planning and managing organisational changes 
Personnel Issues 
 Staff recruitment and retention 
 Managenent of staff expectation 
Team management - The challenge with team dynamics 
Management of internal and external expectations 
 Managing staff expectation to align with stakeholders' expectation 
 The challenge with advisory/management board 
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Chapter Six  
Responses of Social Work Supervisors in the                             
Clinical Social Work Supervisory Process 
 
 This chapter documents the supervisory process of social work 
supervisors. It addresses the question, “What is involved in the process of 
clinical social work supervision?” Specifically, this chapter highlights the 
clinical social work supervisory process by using different cases/excerpts to 
support the development of a social work supervision process that addresses 
the clinical and supervisory management demands of the supervisors. I have 
used the acronym, PEACE, to represent five elements of the supervisory 
process:  
1. Place and Priority  
2. Event recounting  
3. Appreciative analysis  
4. Collaborative planning  
5. Experimentation and Evaluation.   
Supervisory Formats and Types 
 As discussed in Chapter 5, the researcher has observed a total of 13 
supervisory sessions, consisting of 10 individual sessions and three group 
sessions. Most of the organisations that participated in this study utilised the 
individual supervisory format, and termed the sessions as casework 
supervision or general supervision. Typically, casework supervision discusses 
casework matters while general supervision covers matters related to 
administrative, casework and personal/professional development. The three 
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group supervisory sessions typically cover a mixture of administrative, 
programme and/or casework and clinical matters. 
 The group supervisory sessions observed for this study were focused 
on clinical, administrative and programme matters. One agency (FSC 1) 
termed the supervisory session as clinical session, and the entire session was 
focused on one case, involving a team of five social workers who provided 
input to the social work supervisee with regard to his knowledge and skills in 
case management. The other two supervisors termed the supervisory sessions 
as administrative supervision (FSC 14), and programme supervision (FSC 17). 
Clearly, the two supervisors who termed the supervisory sessions as 
administrative supervision and programme supervision appeared to consider 
these supervision types a management role. The supervisor who was 
conducting the administrative supervision was performing her managerial 
roles to monitor the  51 cases over a two-hour session. The programme 
supervision was focused on programme planning and management, with the 
supervisor seeking members’ feedback to improve programmes.   






Formats and Types of Supervision 
Format Supervisory types Supervisors Code Subtotal  Total  
Individual Casework Supervision  FSC 4, FSC 7, 
FSC 8, FSC 9, 
FSC 11, FSC 12, 
FSC 13, YO 2 
8 10 
 General Supervision  YO 1, YO 3 2  
Group Administrative 
Supervision 
FSC 14 1 3  
 Programme 
Supervision 
FSC 17 1  
 Clinical Supervision  FSC 1 1  
 
Types of Supervision  
 As supervisors identify supervision types as casework supervision, 
clinical supervision, general supervision, administrative supervision and 
programme supervision, it is possible for managerial-related matters to be 
covered in either individual or group formats. For example, the supervisory 
sessions observed of three supervisors from FSC 14, FSC 17 and YO 1 
fully/mainly dealt with managerial-related issues, while the rest of the 
observation sessions dealt with casework and/or clinical issues in both 




 In terms of content covered in the supervisory sessions, two main 
categories emerged: clinical and managerial content. Supervisory sessions that 
had clinical content were focused on casework, with supervisors discussing 
with supervisees different ways to manage cases. Since such supervisory 
sessions are characterised by individual sessions between supervisor-
supervisee pairs, the supervisory sessions observed in this study revealed an 
interesting reflective process which I have used the acronym, PEACE, to 
describe. The PEACE supervision process will be discussed in greater detail at 
a later part of this chapter.  
 Supervisory sessions that leaned toward managerial content covered 
issues on (a) programme planning and/or management, (b) personnel-related 
issues such as team dynamics and workload, (c) administrative matters (e.g., 
funding guidelines, agency policy, case status and outcomes), and (d) others 





Content and Focus of Supervisory Sessions 
Organisational 
Codes 
Clinical Focus  Managerial Focus 
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FSC 1 
Clinical session 
2 hr 1 min 
(1 case) 




1 hr 57 min 
(6 cases) 




FSC 7  
Casework 
supervision 
21 min  
(1 case) 
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(1 case) 

















FSC 12  
Casework 
supervision 
1 hr 12 min 
(1 case) 







1 hr 30 min 
(4 cases) 
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  18 min 12 min  
Discussed 
workload  
40 min  




























Note.  aExamples of personnel-related issues are team dynamics, staffing, workload; bExamples of administrative 




Focus of Supervision 
 Figure 5 depicts the focus of the supervisory session, based on the 
amount of time spent on the clinical and managerial content. While three 
supervisors (FSC 14, FSC 17, YO1) were fully focused on their managerial 
content, four supervisors (FSC 1, FSC 8, FSC 9, FSC 13) focused on clinical 
content. The rest of the six supervisors adopted a mixed approach, focusing on 
both their clinical and managerial content. This could be seen by the 
proportion of time spent on discussing managerial and clinical issues during 
supervisory sessions, which ranged from 18 percent to 95 percent of the time 
spent on clinical matters and 5 percent to 82 percent on managerial matters.   
 

















































Managing Dual-role Challenges in Supervisory Sessions  
 Since the supervisors observed in this study had dual-roles, which 
include clinical and managerial roles to perform, it was not surprising that the 
supervisors placed different degree of emphasis on the supervisory sessions. 
One of the ways supervisors dealt with the dual clinical and managerial role 
challenges was to maintain role clarity and adopt a different focus for different 
contexts (see Chapter 6). Hence, clarifying what role – managerial, clinical or 
mixed, before beginning the supervisory session helps the supervisor and 
supervisees decide on the focus of the session.  Almost all the supervisors 
except YO 1 utilised different supervisory structures to support their 
supervisees; some even engaged external consultants to run the clinical 
sessions to provide exposure to a wider range of clinical skills than what 
supervisees had been exposed to within the organisation. For example, even 
though the supervisor from FSC 14 had administrative supervision (usually in 
triads), she provided other types of supervisory structure within the agency to 
support the supervisees, namely, clinical (also termed as ‘live’) sessions, 
individual sessions and group sessions.  
 
Okay this is what we call the triad supervision, meaning we 
will meet on a weekly basis, talking about several things, of 
which I think once a month we will do casework management 
when we go through certain cases so as to ensure no cases are 
not worked on. Cases where workers feel that they want to put 
up for closure, I think as a team, we will gather to discuss to 
ensure all grounds are covered and then I will endorse for 
closure. So other weekly, we put in place a ‘live’ supervision 
… [and depending on] when your schedule is, you will be 
required to present a tape or audio. Okay on top of that right, 
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there will be a group supervision so all of us will actually be 
rostered to present cases. (FSC 14, female supervisor, 1 male 
and 2 female supervisees)   
 
Varying Intensity of Reflection During the Supervisory Process 
 Of the 18 cases that were raised for discussion by supervisees across 
the nine agencies, there was variation in the supervisory processes in terms of 
the depth of reflection in each case. The average time spent on the supervision 
of casework ranged from one minute and 12 seconds to one hour and 12 
minutes for a case. The longer the time spent on each case for discussion, the 
greater the depth of reflection, and vice versa.  In general, new cases tended to 
take a longer time than review cases, as seen in Case 5, Case 8 and Case 9 in 
Table 12.  
 Apart from considering the case status (that is, new or review), it is 
important to look at the intent of the supervisor with regard to the supervisory 
session. With reference to Figure 5, supervisors who were focused on their 
managerial role were likely to have a supervisory process that was different 
from supervisors who were focused on their clinical role. Some sessions 
discussed a few cases quickly, while others provided more time for a single 
case and personal reflection. One of the supervisors shared that she had to help 
her supervisee consider her sense of ‘self’ and how it impacts her work with 
clients when the supervisee experienced “stuckness [sic]” in her work on Case 
14. The case took 48 minutes, compared with the other three cases which took 
6 minutes (2 cases) and 29 minutes (1 case).  
 
Yeah. That’s why, that’s why it’s always a struggle, umm, I 
guess you can’t do it for every case, you know. Well, and you 
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don’t need to do it for every case, but I think just now that 
case… the ‘stuckness’ was more about her than the man [client] 
(FSC 13, female, 22 years of supervisory experience) 
 
 For the purpose of analysing the clinical supervisory process as one of 
the research objective of this study, I would only consider individual clinical 
supervisory processes of nine supervisors listed in Table 12. Supervisors who 
conducted administrative, programme, or general supervision using individual 
or group formats, namely, supervisors from FSC 1, FSC 14, FSC 17, YO 1, 
were not included in the analysis, as their supervisory sessions contained more 
discussions about administrative and/or managerial issues. The data collected 
in the observation of the supervisory sessions by these four supervisors were 
used for comparison purpose using the grounded theory approach.  
Table 12 
Overview of Time Spent on Supervision Across Cases 
Organisation code 
Number of cases 
discussed 
Cases 
Time spent Case Number Case status 
FSC 4 6  Case 1 Case review 1 min 47s 
  Case 2 Case review 6 min 43s 
  Case 3 Case review 4 min 6s 
  Case 4 Case review 2 min 51 s 
  Case 5 New case 38 min 26s 
  Case 6 Case review 1 hr 3 min 
FSC 7 1  Case 7 Case review 21 min 11s  
FSC 8 1  Case 8 New case 1 hr 6 min 
FSC 9 1  Case 9 New case 59 min 
FSC 11 2  Case 10 Case review 32 min 
  Case 11 Case review 4 min 48s 
FSC 12 1  Case 12 Case review 1 hr 12 min 
FSC 13 4  Case 13 Case review 6 min 24s 
  Case 14 Case review 48 min 28s 
  Case 15 Case review 6 min 19s 
  Case 16 Case review 29 min 30s 
YO 2 1  Case 17 Case review 38 min 




PEACE Supervision Process: Flow and Phases  
 The PEACE model of the supervisory process was developed based on 
the observations made on the processes of social work supervision for this 
study. It mirrors the flow of supervision process, with distinctive stages, 
namely, the beginning, middle and end stages (Kadushin & Harkness, 2002) 
and preparation, beginning, planning, working and ending (O’Donoghue, 
2014). Similarly, Davys and Beddoe (2009), in their development of a 
reflective learning model for social work students, have also suggested a 
structure to guide the supervisory process from the beginning to end.  
 The PEACE model of the supervisory process begins with the 
identification of Place and Priority, followed by a systematic and critical 
analysis of the work done by the supervisee in a supportive manner, termed as 
Event Recounting and Appreciative Analysis, respectively.  Event Recounting 
relates to the supervisee’s description of the case. Appreciative Analysis 
involves the supervisor actively providing space for supervisees to reflect and 
review the work that has been done. Since the purposes of the Appreciative 
Analysis involves educating and supporting supervisees, supervisors are seen 
to utilise active listening and probing, as well as challenging and directive 
stances during the supervisory session. It involves the consideration and 
utilisation of one’s personal knowledge, theory, professional values and ethics 
in making sense of the event that has taken place.  After the Appreciative 
Analysis phase, the supervisor-supervisee pair collaboratively discusses the 
intervention plan and/or solutions in the Collaborative Planning phase. The 
Experimentation and Evaluation phase involves the implementation and/or 
monitoring of action plans and outcomes by supervisees. In addition, it may 
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involve the supervisors availing themselves for joint sessions to support the 
supervisees in their work with clients. In addition, social work supervisors 
monitor closure and final review of the case, a task related to their 
administrative function.  
 Figure 6 summarises the key themes (content) in the different phases 
of the supervisory process from which the PEACE model of the supervisory 
process emerged. The corresponding sections are inserted to provide an 
overview of this chapter.    
 
Figure 6. The PEACE Supervision Process. 
PEACE Supervision Process: Place & Priority 
 The PEACE supervision process begins with the identification of a 
physical location conducive to supervision. Depending on the purpose of the 
Place & Priority  
•Identify the physical location of the supervisory session 
•Identify the priority of the supervisory session 
Event Recounting 
•Recount the case and involvement of organisations 
• Recount the nature of involvement and difficulties  
Appreciative Analysis  
• Education function: Expand understanding of  self (emotions, personal beliefs/issues) 
and its impact work with clients, knowledge and skills in the casework process, and 
professional values and ethics 
• Supportive function: Acknowledge supervisees' frustration, encourage better work-
life balance, affirm good work 
Collaborative Planning 
•Generate intervention plan 
•Mobilise resources and coordinate services 
 
Experimentation & Evaluation 
•Conduct a joint session (home visits/client session) 
•Evaluate effectiveness of work, examining "what works?", and 
effectiveness of the supervisory session 
•Close and review case 
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session, supervisors select a venue that allows them to be more emotionally 
attuned or administratively focused in the supervisory session.  
Place   
 Two supervisors were mindful of the impact of the physical 
environment on the supervisory process.  A supervisor preferred to conduct his 
supervisory sessions in the counselling room when he needed to be 
emotionally connected to his supervisees.  Conducting the supervisory session 
in the counselling room allowed him to operate in a less administrative mode 
than when it was conducted in his office.   
 Another supervisor initiated a change in the physical location during 
the supervisory session, upon realising that her supervisee was feeling cold, as 
a demonstration of her sensitivity to the supervisee’s well-being. She also said 
that at times she would also conduct her supervisory sessions at a more 
informal site, such as over a meal, and buying a meal or coffee to demonstrate 
her appreciation of her supervisees.  
 
That day when you want to do a recording, we stayed in the 
office. [But] usually my supervision is outside, I will have 
meals and coffee with my staff and I will take it as a way to 
appreciate them. Buy them a nice lunch or coffee so more 
relaxing. Usually that is where I conduct my supervision. (FSC 
7, female, more than 15 years of supervisory experience) 
 
 The concept of ‘space’, both in terms of time and physical space, are 
deemed as fundamental issues in the learning process (Brockbark & McGill, 
2007). Albeit a seemingly banal issue, physical space is important for 
facilitating a reflective environment. Similarly, allocating time for reflection 
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and development of a deeper understanding of issues is necessary, since 
reflective dialogue tends to be slower in pace. Consideration of space and 
location are important factors in communication (Floyd, 2009). Not only do 
the consideration of time and physical location demonstrate the supervisors’ 
sensitivity towards the needs of supervisees in the supervisory process, but the 
choice of venue also signals the supervisor’s intent, since a more conducive 
environment that fosters communication tends to suggest a more supportive 
stance on the part of the supervisor.   
Priority   
 The priority—that is, the focus of the session could be initiated by 
either the supervisor or supervisee, and could be set at the beginning and/or 
during the supervisory session. Whilst three supervisors asked their 
supervisees to set the focus at the beginning of the supervisory session, the rest 
of the supervisors identified the focus during the sessions as and when issues 
emerge.  
 Identifying priorities at the beginning of the session. The following 
two excerpts showed how two supervisors set the focus at the beginning of the 
supervisory sessions:  
(i) Session Beginning (Excerpt 1) 
Supervisor: You want to run through the list, what are the things 
that you want to share today? 
[The supervisee narrated the different areas which he hoped to 
cover during supervisory session, such as strategies to network 
with different organisations, staffing issues and programme 
development.] 
Supervisor: Okay, okay. Any others? 
Supervisee: I think that’s it, for this round. 
Supervisor: So, in terms of sequence, is there any one that you 
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wanted to start first, or … 
(FSC 7, female, more than 15 years of supervisory experience) 
 
(ii) Session Beginning (Excerpt 2) 
Supervisor: Okay, [Supervisee’s name] you mentioned that you 
have a case that you wanted to discuss today. So 
first of all would you like to tell me what would 
you like to get out of our discussion today? 
Supervisee: Okay, one is input and also may be a bit of my 
direction like whether is there any better input for a 
better direction for this case. And also there is also 
one, I also see that same theme that I have been 
seeing in a lot of clients who have this issue which 
is working with two persons separately but they are 
family.  
Supervisor: Okay. 
Supervisee: So this part I really need some reflection and also, 
like, how to work on it. 
Supervisor: Okay so specifically for this case it is more of 
direction as in where to go from here. And then you 
want to bring out some recurring themes in your 
work with your cases, is that right?  
Supervisee: Correct.  
(FSC 8, female, 6 years of supervisory experience) 
 
 Identifying priorities during the session. Typically, the supervisee 
provides an update of his/her cases at the beginning of the supervisory session. 
As the session progresses, the priority of the session is identified through 
further probing. In the following excerpt, the supervisor did not start the 
session by identifying a focus for the supervisory session. However, as the 
session progressed and as the supervisor probed into the supervisee’s 
‘stuckness’ and struggles in case management, the focus of the session became 
clearer. As seen in the Excerpt 3 below, the supervisor utilised her reflective 
skills extensively as she attempted to clarify, paraphrase and summarise issues 
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highlighted by the supervisee. In the process, she helped the supervisee gain 
clarity of the case and how she could manage it. 
(iii) In-session (Excerpt 3, Case 14) 
Supervisor: So his concern is planning, like long-term? 
Supervisee: Mmmm.  
Supervisor: [Okay] and your struggle is… 
Supervisee: I know that he needs a job, and he shouldn’t be 
staying at home, I mean there’s so many other 
things that you know that’s available for people like 
him, he calls himself hopeless lah, and not being 
able to contribute to society.  
Supervisor: He see himself lah, he see himself in that light.  
Supervisee: Yeah.  
Supervisor: So your struggle is, you do not see him in that 
light? 
Supervisee: I don’t lah, his brain is working perfectly fine, he’s 
a very smart person. Yeah, just overly cynical and 
jaded lah, which I also counter with that feeling of 
mine, because I can also empathise why he’s 
feeling this way, because of what he’s been 
through. Yeah. [Rueful laughter] 
Supervisor: Okay, so okay. So if you were to, let me try to 
understand here, you’re stuck with something here, 
what is that stuckness [sic] about? 
Supervisee: Whether I should push him, to go out and get a job. 
So that he doesn’t have to worry, at least for the 
financial aspect. He doesn’t have to worry, and be 
angry about people not wanting to give him 
assistance.  
Supervisor: Yeah, so you see as getting a job, is actually a 
catalyst, as well as the solution itself. To get him, 
moving him on, you know, and he’ll be okay in the 
long run. So your struggle is whether to push him 
to get a job. 
Supervisee: Yeah, I don’t know how.  
Supervisor: What, what…okay you don’t know how or you 
don’t know whether you should, what is that 
struggle?  
[The supervisee continued to share about her anxiety that client’s 
savings will be depleted and she is racing against time to ensure 
that the client gets employed. On the other hand, she recognises 
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that the client may not want others to see him in a pathetic state.] 
(FSC 13, female supervisor and female supervisee) 
 
 The above three excerpts show that the priority of the session could be 
identified either at the beginning or during the supervisory session, and this 
step could involve supervisees setting the agenda or supervisors identifying 
the focus, based on the challenges raised by the supervisees during the 
supervisory session.  
 During the Place and Priority phase, there seems to be a parallel 
between how social workers identify goals with clients and how supervisors 
identify goals for supervisees during the supervisory session. In micro social 
work practice, it is not uncommon for social workers to clarify expectations 
and set goals/priority for their sessions with clients to ensure that the clients’ 
concerns will be met (Hepworth, 2013; Compton & Galaway, 2005). 
Similarly, in the supervisory sessions observed in this study, the supervisors 
were observed to clarify the focus of the sessions with their supervisees, with 
some supervisors setting priorities for the session at the beginning of the 
session, while others listening first to their supervisees’ concerns before 
suggesting a focus midway in the supervisory session.  
 
Transition from Place & Priority to Event Recounting 
 Figure 7 depicts the Place & Priority phase in the PEACE supervision 
process. In the supervisory sessions observed for this study, there was a 
natural flow following identification of the priority/priorities for the session to 
recounting the events that took place with the cases raised for discussion. 
133 
 
Generally, this included a description of the client’s profile and/or client’s 
involvement with the supervisees in the organisation. In instances where there 
was no clear identification of the priority/priorities for the session at the 
beginning, the PEACE supervision process began at the Event Recounting 
phase, but could move back to the Place & Priority phase, showing a dynamic 
movement between the phases of the PEACE supervision process and between 
contexts, without necessarily being fixed on the place and priority phase as the 
starting point.   
 
              






PEACE Supervision Process: Event recounting 
 In the Event Recounting phase, two sub-themes emerged from the 
observations of the supervisory processes, namely, case narration and nature 
of involvement with the supervisee and/or agency. The former refers to the 
presentation of the client’s profile, presenting problems and referral source. 
The latter refers to the description of the client’s relationships with the agents 
and organisations involved in help-seeking. In particular, supervisees tended 
to describe the client’s micro systems (e.g., family, school and peer systems), 
as well as formal social support systems. As such, the event recounting phase 
tends to have a focus on the client’s contexts, as the discussion is largely about 
clients and the different systems in their lives. Supervisees typically utilise 
genograms and ecomaps as tools to aid them in event recounting during the 
supervisory process. In addition, as supervisees recount the nature of their 
involvement with clients, it involves the discussion of client-worker 
relationship within the organisation context, for example, their roles as social 
workers for clients within the organisation.  
 
Overview of Event Recounting Across Cases   
 Of the 18 cases, 13 involved descriptions of clients’ profiles and all the 
cases involved discussions with supervisors about the nature of the clients’ 
involvement with the agencies. Only one supervisee from YO 4 did not narrate 
the case, as she focused her attention on issues related to case management 




Table 13  
Overview of Event Recounting Phase  
Organisation Case Number 
Case narration 
(n = 13) 
Nature of involvement with 
supervisee and/or agency 
(n = 18) 
FSC 4 Case 1 - √ 
Case 2 - √ 
Case 3 - √ 
Case 4 - √ 
Case 5 √ √ 
Case 6 √ √ 
FSC 7 Case 7 √ √ 
FSC 8 Case 8 √ √ 
FSC 9 Case 9 √ √ 
FSC 11 Case 10 √ √ 
Case 11 - √ 
FSC 12 Case 12 √ √ 
FSC 13 Case 13 √ √ 
Case 14 √ √ 
Case 15 √ √ 
Case 16 √ √ 
YO 2 Case 17 √ √ 
YO 4 Case 18 - √ 
Number of supervisors 8 9 
 
Case Description and Involvement of Different Organisations   
 The supervisory sessions observed for this study typically began with 
the supervisee sharing the presenting issues and client’s profile during the 
event recounting phase. As the session progressed, the supervisor would 
enquire further about the history of client’s presenting issue(s) and the 
involvement of other organisations. In this phase of the supervisory process, 
the supervisor would solicit information from the supervisee about his/her 
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client’s contexts and the involvement of different organisations in the client’s 
attempt to cope with his/her presenting problem(s).   
 
(i) Focus on client’s context and wider environment (Excerpt 4, Case 14) 
Supervisee: So it’s my first uh, disability case. New but not 
new, I think [the case was opened] in about June or 
July.  
Supervisor: Okay what was the presenting issue? 
Supervisee: Financial. Uh it was his cousin who called actually, 
saying that because he is living on his savings, and 
he has to pay for his expenses and for the maid 
every month, and so his savings are running out 
lah, and he doesn’t have a job. So, I was, I don’t 
know why I was struggling with this case…  
Supervisor: [Okay] so you actually went for a home visit… 
Supervisee: Twice already, yesterday I just went. 
Supervisor: This one you went on your own right? Then you 
went with a CDC [Community Development 
Council] officer ah? 
Supervisee: No I didn’t in the end. Because he rejected. He’s 
apparently quite jaded of the system lah, this guy. 
Supervisor: Oh, the client didn’t want the joint visit.  
(FSC supervisor 13, female supervisor and female supervisee) 
 
 
Nature of Client’s Involvement With Supervisee in the Agency   
 Apart from sharing clients’ profile in the event recounting phase, 
supervisees often shared about the nature of their involvement as social 
workers with the clients. The narration often surfaced the difficulties they 
experienced in case management and they tended to seek clarification of their 
roles from their supervisors, especially when different organisations had been 
involved in the case, as illustrated in Excerpt 5 below.  As the supervisee 
presented the client’s profile and positive change, she wondered about her role 
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in case management. This was because different personnel could be involved, 
and there was an impending court hearing. The supervisee was unsure if she 
needed to close the case or to continue to work with the client and his family.  
(ii) Focus on Client-supervisee context (Excerpt 5, Case 17)  
[The supervisee narrated her client’s positive change and the 
supervisor has already facilitated a discussion with the supervisee 
about events that might have taken place to have triggered the 
change.] 
Supervisee: So now I am a bit like ‘okay, so他现在变好了 
(means he has changed for the better in Mandarin) 
but要去court要去听那个case (means have to go 
court and listen to the case in Mandarin) then怎么
办 (means what do I do now? in Mandarin). So am 
I going there to help him求情 (means plead in 
Mandarin) or what? And there is nothing to plead 
also. Because I am not the one being summoned. So 
I am a bit like, ‘okay 现在要怎么样? (means what 
do I do now? in Mandarin) So I feel a bit like 
hanging in the air. So if he needs to go probation or 
what, then this case should be terminated or what 
happens? 有一点like不知道要做什么这样? 
[means It feels rather like I am not sure what I 
ought to do in Mandarin] 
(YO 2, female supervisor and female supervisee) 
 
 Other than seeking clarifications of one’s role as a social worker, the 
discussion may lead to supervisees sharing about their struggles managing the 
cases. In the following Excerpt 6, the supervisee presented a case whose goal 
was to improve her client’s high absenteeism in school. As the worker 
highlighted her difficulties in working with the client, the supervisor probed 
the impact of the difficulties on her as a social worker by asking, “How did 
that make you feel as a worker?” The question elicited the supervisees’ key 
struggles and led to the next phase in the PEACE supervision process, the 
appreciative analysis phase, where the supervisor and supervisee began to 
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analyse factors that led to the supervisees’ struggles.  
 
(i) Focus on client and client-social worker contexts (Excerpt 6, Case 2) 
The supervisee shared about a 16 year old who was referred due 
to high absenteeism. She related a home visit session where her 
client was lukewarm towards her engagement. When asked about 
the impact of client’s non-responsiveness on her as a social 
worker, the supervisee related her sense of ‘stuckness’ and her 
concern for the client as a potential young parent.   
Supervisor: Yeah, how is that for you?  
Supervisee: I feel that I can’t understand what she’s thinking. I 
believe she has her own thoughts, her own opinions 
but to her, she’s just inert, doesn’t want to care 
much.  
Supervisor: Umm, so she has her own idea, but somehow 
there’s this world, and she’s not really sharing la. 
Supervisee: Mmmm, yeah. 
Supervisor: So how did that make you feel as a worker?  
Supervisee: I felt very stuck, what do I do? There was this sense 
of ‘stuckness’, especially I’m not too sure how to 
move this case, especially I know that staying with 
this family, she’s a potential case lah, yeah, being a 
young parent. 
(FSC 9, female supervisor and female supervisee) 
  
In the above three excerpts of the supervisory process in the event 
recounting phase, supervisees described their clients’ profiles and the nature of 
their involvement with the client as social workers. In the process, they raised 
their difficulties and struggles with the case to their supervisors. For example, 
in Excerpts 4 and 6, the supervisees talked about their struggles and 
‘stuckness’ working with clients, whereas in Excerpt 5, the supervisee 





Transition From Event Recounting to Appreciative Analysis 
 As supervisees shared about the profile of cases and their involvement 
in the Event Recounting phase, supervisors might clarify the priority identified 
at the beginning or during an earlier part of the session. Doing so might also 
lead them to the Appreciative Analysis phase where the supervisor-supervisee 
pair would be engaged in the analysis of factors that contributed to the 
challenges or issues identified in either the place and priority or event 
recounting phases. Figure 8 depicts the Event Recounting phase in the PEACE 
supervision process.  
                                  
 





PEACE Supervision Process: Appreciative Analysis 
Overview of Appreciative Analysis 
 During the Appreciative Analysis phase of the PEACE supervision 
process, the supervisors who participated were observed to demonstrate two 
functions, namely, to educate and to support their supervisees in the latter’s 
work. In educating the supervisees, the supervisors highlighted different areas 
of the casework to enhance the former’s understanding of casework practice. 
Specifically, the supervisors were observed to accomplish the following three 
education activities: (a) expand supervisees’ understanding of self and its 
impact on clients; (b) expand supervisees’ understanding of knowledge and 
skills in the case management process; and (c) enhance supervisees’ 
understanding of the professional values and ethics of social work. While 
accomplishing the education function, the supervisors were also observed to 
demonstrate their support of their supervisees, such as encouraging and 
affirming their supervisees’ work, as well as listening actively to them during 




Figure 9. Overview of the Appreciative Analysis phase. 
 In the Appreciative Analysis phase, almost all the supervisors were 
observed to educate their supervisees in managing their cases. They were seen 
to be supporting their supervisees by encouraging/affirming them and utilising 
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 Whilst all the supervisors appeared to educate and support their 
supervisees, three of the supervisors (FSC 4, FSC 11 and FSC 13) seemed to 
have a different pattern across the cases that were presented. The supervisors 
of FSC 4 and FSC 13 did not appear to educate their supervisees during the 
supervisory sessions held for Case 1, 2, 3, 4 and 15. The supervisors spent 
between 1 minute 47 seconds to 6 minutes 43 seconds on the review of these 
five cases and seemed to have ‘skipped’ the Appreciative Analysis phase. 
Instead, these supervisors discussed their intervention and plans for closure.  
In addition, the seemingly lack of support by FSC 11 supervisor was 
consistent with the challenge he raised during the interview session, in which 
he mentioned that one of the challenges he faced was the lack of time for 
supervision. Hence, because of time limitations, he said that he tended to make 
his supervisees “sit here over my table and I just talk, kind of problem solve 




Table 14  






(Supervisors = 9) 
 Support 




self and its 
impact on 
clients 

















(cases = 13) 
Utilisation of 
active listening 
(cases = 8) 
FSC 4 1       
 2     √ Excerpt 18  
 3     √  
 4     √  
 5   √  √  
 6 √ √ Excerpt 15   √  
FSC 7 7 √ √ √  √ √ 
FSC 8 8 √ Excerpt 9 √ Excerpt 11 √  √ √ 
FSC 9 9 √ √ √  √ √ Excerpt 21 
FSC 11 10 √ √ Excerpt 14 √    
 11 √ √ √ Excerpt 16    
FSC 12 12 √ √ Excerpt 10 √ Excerpt 17  √ √ 
FSC 13 13 √ Excerpt 8 √   √ √Excerpt 20 
 14 √ Excerpt 7 √ Excerpt 13 √  √ Excerpt 19 √ 
 15   -    
 16 √ √ √  √ √ 
YO 2 17 √ √ Excerpt 12 √  √ √ 
YO 4 18  √   √ √ 
 
 In the following sections, I will illustrate the Appreciative Analysis 
phase of the PEACE supervision process—in which supervisors educate and 





 In the Appreciative Analysis phase, the supervisor would utilise the 
priorities identified in the Place and Priority phase to educate the supervisee 
by (a) expanding the latter's understanding of ‘self’ and its impact on clients; 
(b) expanding the latter’s knowledge and skills in case management process; 
and (c) enhancing the latter’s understanding of professional values and ethics 
in social work.  
 Expanding understanding of supervisees’ self (emotions, 
beliefs/issues) and its impact on clients’ work. Ten supervisors attempted to 
enhance their supervisees’ understanding of their ‘selves’ and the impact of 
their ‘selves’ on their work with clients. The following section highlights three 
excerpts involving the supervisor addressing the supervisees’ personal issues, 
anxiety and frustrations, and the impact of these personal issues and emotions 
on their work with clients.  
 Addressing supervisee’s anxiety in working with clients.  
(i) Focus on client, client-supervisee and supervisee contexts (Excerpt 7, Case 
14) 
 In an earlier example (Excerpt 3, Case 14), the supervisee discussed 
her struggle between respecting her client’s self-determination to remain 
unemployed and her own anxiety over the client’s depleting financial 
resources.  
[The session began with the supervisor asking the supervisee to 
describe client’s profile. The family dynamics suggested that the 
client was a favoured child.] 
Supervisor: But from young, from young there’s some sibling 
rivalry lah. You know they’re jealous about him, 
and he’s very close to mum, and mum dotes on 
him. So you keep, you keep hearing this part of 
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the script lah. So if we were to, now, actually, 
actually, I think you know what needs to be done 
on the one level, but on the other level, you are 
struggling, because you know this takes time 
right, so that, I think, on a cognitive level I think 
you know, [okay] but your anxiety is… 
Supervisee: What can I do now? [Nervous laughter] 
Supervisor: …Affecting the way you’re looking at the case. 
Supervisee: Yeah, plus I know that in working with him right, 
there needs to be, like a carrot. If I can’t offer him 
anything right, I won’t even gain access to him 
anymore.  
Supervisor: Okay, slowly lah, we do one thing at a time… 
Supervisee: Yeah [Laughs] 
[As the session progressed, the supervisor paced with the 
supervisee’s struggles and helped her appreciate her client’s 
struggles and the need to manage her own anxiety as the client’s 
social worker.] 
Supervisor: But now do you see that, what you need is, the 
struggle is within yourself now. To put away your 
anxiety, just deal with the connection. And once 
you can connect with this person, okay, and this 
person feels safe enough to open up with you, cos 
now he hasn’t worked with you, you know? 
You’re still trying, you want him to work with 
you, then you can move on. You can’t move him 
on, without this part, him being engaged to work 
with you. You get what I’m saying? So you want 
to reach this picture. But to move him from here 
to here, you need his engagement… So we have 
to break that through, by being sincere, like what 
you did! And be there to hear, to understand. 
(FSC 13, female supervisor and female supervisee) 
 
 In the above excerpt, I observed incongruence between the 
supervisee’s personal and professional self: the personal self was anxious 
about the impending consequence of the client’s unemployment, while the 
professional self recognised the need to respect the client’s right to self-
determination and to make decisions for his own life. Instead of dealing 
directly with her supervisee’s anxiety, the supervisor helped her supervisee to 
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stay connected with the client’s worldviews by guiding her to appreciate the 
client’s family dynamics. The supervisor respectfully acknowledged her 
supervisee’s ability to build a trusting client-social worker relationship and her 
cognitive awareness of the client’s situation, whilst guiding her to deepen her 
understanding of the client’s worldview. The supervisors’ affirmation and 
guidance to help her supervisee develop a deeper appreciation of her client’s 
worldviews had the effect of reducing the supervisee’s anxiety about the 
potential outcome of the case and solutions such as linking the client with 
other resources and systems began to emerge during the supervisory session. 
The process, which I have termed Appreciation Analysis, also allowed the 
supervisee to gain a better understanding of the self at work and its impact on 
her work with clients. The excerpt of the supervisor-supervisee interaction 
shown above illustrates the movement among various contexts, namely, the 
client context, client-supervisee context and supervisee context.  
 Addressing supervisees’ frustrations and impact of transference.  In 
supervision, it is not uncommon for supervisees to mention emotions triggered 
by their clients and casework. Sometimes, these emotions may be related to 
the supervisees’ personal issues. In the following excerpt, the supervisee 
expressed her frustrations with clients who take on a blaming stance in 
interpersonal relationships. As the session progressed, the supervisor probed 
further about people in the supervisee’s life who reminded her of the client. 
The supervisee related her frustrations with her own father, who often took a 
blaming stance. In addressing the supervisee’s frustration with her client, the 
supervisor focused the session on the former’s context and how it related to 
the client-social worker relationship. Giving his supervisee the opportunity to 
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search internally in her personal life for the source of her frustration with the 
client helped to raise her awareness of her unresolved personal issues.  
 
(i) Focus on client-social worker and supervisee contexts (Excerpt 8, Case 12) 
[The supervisee talked about her frustrations and that she “was 
really boiling” and felt like scolding the client for always blaming 
others and not taking responsibility for the problem. The 
supervisor gave empathic responses to pace with his supervisee’s 
expression of frustration.] 
Supervisor: But the part about the pekchek-ness [colloquial 
language for frustration] with the husband, the 
frustration, where is that coming from? I mean you 
mentioned the tone of voice, helplessness… 
[The supervisee elaborated on her frustrations, whose source she 
related to the client’s tone.] 
Supervisor: Okay so it’s something that he does, or says, that 
triggers something in you lah. 
Supervisee: Hmmm. I hear his voice I very sian [colloquial 
language for tired] already. 
Supervisor: The boiling…the something makes you boil right? 
Supervisee: Yeah! Yeah then usually right, when he knows the 
wife has spoken to me he has to call me also. 
Supervisor: Yeah, to give his side lah. But the boiling thing 
where does it come from?  
Supervisee: Uhhh… 
Supervisor: Are there other people who trigger you in that way? 
Supervisee: Uhhhh … my father lor. [Laughs]  
Supervisor: It’s the transference bit? 
Supervisee: Yeah, like the blaming lah! It’s really the blaming, 
at that point in time, when it happens, I cannot tell 
one, but it’s when after I process, then I know that 
it is, you know. It’s like this kind of talking pattern 
is very familiar. The blaming stance, very familiar, 
yeah. The lack of responsibility, very familiar.  
[The supervisee continued to elaborate on the similarities between 
her client’s father and her own father. She expressed an interest in 
managing her frustration, as she felt that it was impacting her 
work with her client.] 




 The supervisor in the above Excerpt 8 highlighted the importance of 
her supervisee’s awareness and acknowledged her ability to remain 
professional, as her conversation with the client, (as heard by D, another 
fellow professional), “sounded genuine”. He reminded her further to remain 
objective in her work and to engage supervisory support and/or discussion to 
seek different opinions for the challenges she encountered with casework. In 
addition, the supervisor linked the discussion about the supervisee’s self to her 
work with clients.  
Supervisor: So the objectivity is a funny word, because it’s not 
always possible to be objective, totally, but we try 
lah. We got to try our best lah, we cannot don’t, so 
that’s the other thing lah. If you’re aware of your 
bias against him, that’s the first step lah. Well 
yeah, then the way you try and maintain objectivity 
is precisely this lah, either in supervision and 
discussion, get other views, so that, like what 
you’ve been asking, ‘what do you think?’ because 
we do have blind spots. So it helps to have other 
views. 
(FSC 12, male supervisor and female supervisee) 
   
 Uncovering assumptions: examining one’s ‘thinking’ behind the 
doing.  Apart from addressing supervisees’ anxiety and frustration in the 
earlier excerpts, there were times when supervisors facilitated their 
supervisees to gain a better understanding of their thinking. In the following 
excerpt, the supervisee was uncomfortable about disclosing an incident of 
possible abuse by a family member to the client’s father. After probing further, 
the supervisor learned that the supervisee’s reluctance to disclose the incident 
to the father could have been due to her usual coping stance of avoiding and 
minimising conflict in her personal life. The supervisor respectfully 
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challenged the supervisee by asking the latter to consider how she might do 
things differently, if she were aware of her preference to reduce conflict.  
(i) Focus on supervisee and client-supervisee contexts (Excerpt 9, Case 8) 
Supervisee: … But just want to like try to reduce any things 
which are unnecessary. [Laugh] 
Supervisor: How come, what organise you to go towards that, 
you know, minimise the unnecessary or possible 
conflict right? Is it conflict the word? Or would you 
have another word to describe? 
Supervisee: Correct, correct, conflict. [Laughs] It is for [my] 
own benefit. 
Supervisor: Right. [laughs] 
Supervisee: So I was like ‘no…. multiple issues and not another 
conflict’, so I think it is my style also, like I will 
make sure that there is less conflict so I also don’t 
need to be in so many triangulation here. 
Supervisor: So given that, that is what you notice yourself 
doing in this work with this particular family, how 
can you do it differently if you had a chance to do it 
over? 
Supervisee:  You mean disclosing? 
Supervisor: Because I think you know that it is a safety issue, 
we need to disclose we are obliged to, you know, 
report alleged abuse and things like that. So given 
all these then, how might you… I know there is this 
intention or this wish that you don’t create 
unnecessary conflicts within the family because 
there are already conflicts to begin with. So you 
want to just minimise that but you acknowledge 
yourself that this is probably your own issue how 
you would prefer to deal with lesser conflicts but 
knowing that this is the pattern that you may have 
with such families how might you do it differently, 
if similar situation arise in other cases?  
(FSC 8, female supervisor and female supervisee) 
 
 In Excerpts 7 and 8, the social work supervisees presented their 
conflicts in their professional role as social workers. As social workers utilise 
their self as tools in working with clients, it is inevitable that personal issues 
150 
 
might be triggered sometimes. The social work supervisors addressed their 
supervisees’ emotions of anxiety and frustration by helping supervisees 
appreciate their clients’ issues. Excerpt 9 illustrates how a social work 
supervisor challenged the supervisee’s preference to avoid conflicts by asking 
her not to rely on her usual coping stance and to consider alternative 
approaches towards the client’s issues. In the three excerpts, identification of 
the supervisees’ personal issues and/or preferences led to a discussion of the 
impact of their personal stances on their work with clients. 
 
 Expanding understanding of knowledge and skills in casework 
process – engagement and assessment.  Having discussed how supervisors 
educated their supervisees by addressing supervisee’s struggles/issues with 
their cases, 11 supervisors devoted the supervisory session to educating their 
supervisees about the casework process. This involved reflection of 
supervisees’ sessions with clients concerning their understanding of case 
management, as well as of engagement and assessment in casework. The 
planning, intervention and evaluation aspect of casework will be discussed in 
the Collaborative Planning and Experimentation and Evaluation phases.  
 
Furthering understanding of case management.  This excerpt shows an 
exchange in which the supervisor-supervisee pair examines the client’s 
context. The social work supervisor was educating the supervisee to consider 
the family as a system, even though she may be working with different 




(i) Focus on client and supervisor-supervisee contexts (Excerpt 10, Case 12)  
Supervisee: And because I think I am, everyone of them, I’m 
seeing them as my client, so in this case, I got four 
clients. 
Supervisor: You got four sub-clients lah. The whole family is 
your client. But you got four sub[-clients]. 
Supervisee: So that’s five clients. The family is one client. 
[Laughter] 
Supervisor: Yeah the family is a client.  
(FSC 12, male supervisor and female supervisee) 
 
 Furthering understanding of engagement.  In engagement, the main 
focus is to foster a working alliance and relationship with clients (Teyber, 
2006; Shulman, 2009). Shulman (2009) suggested that rapport is one of the 
important elements that contribute towards a positive working relationship 
with clients. Seen in this light, it is not surprising that supervisees tend to take 
minimal risks in the helping relationship, especially in the beginning phase of 
the working relationship. In facilitating an understanding of engagement, 
supervisors were helping their supervisees in (a) examining supervisees’ 
values concerning rapport building; and (b) pacing with clients.    
 Examining supervisees’ values concerning rapport building.  In this 
segment, the supervisee presented her views concerning the importance of 
rapport building before disclosing sensitive information to the clients. The 
supervisor asked the supervisee if she tended to behave in similar ways for 
other cases to help the supervisee gain awareness of the way she handled cases 
of such nature. The supervisor was utilising the “here-and-now” experience to 
solicit the supervisee’s emotions, and in the process of doing so, the 




(i) Focus on supervisee, client-supervisee and supervisee-supervisor contexts 
(Excerpt 11, Case 8) 
  
Supervisor: Am I right to say that if you have better rapport 
with a particular client, you won’t be doing the 
same? 
Supervisee: Yah... [laughs] 
Supervisor: What is going on for you now as we talk about 
this? Rapport, comfort level, taking the risk to 
disclose a sensitive or different issue? What is 
going on for you now? 
Supervisee: I don’t know it just make me reflect on all the other 
cases, and how come this one different [laughs]. 
Like I try to... 
Supervisor: How come? I mean apart from all that is there, 
anything else apart from the rapport? Nothing? 
Supervisee: I still feel personally like all this abuse thing is 
sensitive thing for human beings to accept whether 
it is true or not... and some more it is the family 
who is the one who do this. So I need to be careful 
about... I don’t know it is my value. [sic] 
(FSC 8, female supervisor and female supervisee) 
 
 Pacing with clients.  In engagement, pacing with clients is an 
important skill. The following excerpt illustrated how the supervisor helped 
the supervisee in learning the importance of pacing with clients. The excerpt 
shows an interaction between a supervisor and her supervisee about engaging 
a client to discuss an impending court case. The supervisee was unsure if the 
content of the discussion might ‘push’ the client away. Whilst acknowledging 
the supervisee’s needs to have a discussion with client, the supervisor also 
focused the supervisee’s attention on the need to pace with her clients. In this 
way, the supervisee would adopt a more pluralistic approach, rather than a 
dichotomised approach, that is, an “either-or” approach.   
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(i) Focus on client-supervisee and the wider environment contexts (Excerpt 
12, Case 17) 
[The supervisee highlighted that the client might be stressed with 
an impending court case. She was worried that her discussion with 
the client about the impending court case might frustrate the client 
and she might ‘lose’ the client. She felt stuck in the social worker-
client relationship, as she was unsure how to pace with client, 
such that she can talk about the impending court case and educate 
the client about the court process without ruining the client-social 
worker relationship.] 
Supervisor: If you were to pace with him, we need to talk to 
him if we want to advocate on his behalf; we need 
to know more, so we need to talk to him. But on the 
other hand, you might also be sensing that he 
doesn’t feel comfortable, because he may be 
confused since he has been thinking about this on 
his own, so not comfortable to continue thinking. 
So if you were to pace with him, what will you see 
yourself doing? 
Supervisee: I might just ask him and talk to him; ask him things 
like “你明天有没有出去? [Would you be going out 
tomorrow?]”. So I might just let go of the issue on 
the court for a while until the day before he is going 
to the court. But I am just thinking that I will just 
call him and ask him how everything in school is, 
how is he feeling, and just let go. Because I am 
thinking, he needs the space to not be reminded. So 
it is just going with his flow. 就看他要讲什么，问
什么，我就讲 [I’d go along with what he has to 
say and what he asks, and I will respond 
accordingly]. 
(YO 2, female supervisor and female supervisee) 
 
 Furthering understanding of assessment.   In assessment, it is 
pertinent for workers to develop a good understanding of the client and the 
client’s problems. It involves an “active thinking, hypothesis-generating, and 
testing process that integrates understanding and knowledge for problem 
solving and goal attainment” (Compton, Galaway & Cournoyer, 2005, p. 214). 
Hence, organisation and analysis of information about the client is necessary 
for the development of an action plan. This may include examining 
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generalised knowledge, utilisation of professional knowledge (Compton, 
Galaway & Cournoyer, 2005), as well as considering how our beliefs may 
shape the way we view problems as presented by clients. In this connection, 
supervisors were facilitating their supervisees to (a) look for themes/linkage 
with theories; (b) highlight supervisees beliefs in impacting assessment and (c) 
highlight religion as a possible influence on client’s worldview. The following 
two excerpts show how the supervisors helped their supervisees look for 
themes in their client’s experiences and connect these themes with social work 
theories, as well as consider how the supervisees’ belief systems influenced 
their assessment of the cases.  
 Looking for themes/linkage with theories.  In the following excerpt, 
Excerpt 13, the supervisor was observed to be guiding the supervisee to be 
more informed about her practice, while the supervisee was narrating her work 
with clients. This was done by helping the supervisee to consider the themes in 
her client’s ‘story’ and relating these themes to social work theories.   
(i) Focus on supervisor-supervisee and supervisee-client contexts (Excerpt 13, 
Case 14) 
Supervisor: Back to my question, okay, the loss of the 
mother, the loss of the father, okay, what other 
significant losses? 
Supervisee: Other than that it’s the accident already, we 
mentioned these three things lah. 
Supervisor: Yeah. So what is the overriding theme? 
Supervisee: Loss. [Rueful laughter] 
Supervisor: Loss. Yes, look at this case, slightly any 
difference from your other financial assistance 
cases? This case has counselling problem, most 
of it.  
[The supervisor beckoned the supervisee to look at the theme of 
loss in client’s life.] 
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Supervisor: How are you going to deal with this? Because he’s 
stuck here. He cannot move on right. 
Supervisee: Mmmm. 
Supervisor: How do we deal with this? Do you remember the 
[theory of the five stages of grief by] Kübler-Ross? 
Supervisee: Nope. 
Supervisor: [Laughs] You just graduated, hello! [laughter] 
[The supervisor helped the supervisee recall Elizabeth Kübler-Ross’ 
theory on the five stages of grief. She further asked the supervisee to 
identify the stage of grief that the client was at by asking, “So where 
do you think he is?”] 
Supervisee: Hovering between anger and sadness. He’s still angry, 
with the system. He’s not blaming anyone for his 
condition, but after all those losses that happened, and 
he’s in such a state, and when people try to give him 
assistance, people come and go, come and go, that’s 
when he got really angry and that exacerbates his 
feeling of —of—being a worthless person in society. 
Yeah, because people see him in that way, and treat 
him in that way. 
Supervisor: Yes, yes, but you are already presenting yourself as a 
different person from the rest. 
Supervisee: Yeah.  
(FSC 13, female supervisor and female supervisee) 
 
 Highlight supervisee’s beliefs in impacting assessment.  In assessment, 
the supervisee’s worldviews might impact his or her conceptualisation of 
his/her clients’ problems. In excerpt 14, the supervisor was seen to be 
challenging the supervisee’s view of self-esteem as contributing to the 
presenting problem in all her cases.  
(i) Focus on supervisee context (Excerpt 14, Case 11) 
Supervisee: So she’s more like emotionally distraught… and I 
know you hate the word but it’s more or less self-
esteem issues. 
Supervisor: [laughs] How is self-esteem coming into this? 
Every case has self-esteem issues! 
Supervisee: Because he keeps putting her down and he keeps 




Supervisor: I think one day I need to have a discussion with you 
about self-esteem. 
Supervisee: What….? Self-esteem is important…   
Supervisor: [laughs] 
(FSC 11, male supervisor and female supervisee) 
 
 Highlight religion as a possible influence on client’s worldview.  In 
appreciating client’s worldview, it seems helpful to consider the idea of 
spirituality and its impact on how clients view different issues (Shulman, 
2009). Despite the close connection between the terms, spirituality and 
religion, there are important differences. Spirituality emphasises 
transcendental issues of the existential being (Moody, 2005), whereas religion 
is defined as ‘a system of beliefs, values, rituals, and practices shared in 
common by a  social community as a means of experiencing and connecting 
with the sacred or divine’ (Drescher, 2006, p.632, cited in Shulman, 2009). It 
is, therefore, helpful to look at how clients construct their ideas about meaning 
of life and the quest for happiness.   
 In the following excerpt, Excerpt 15, the supervisee had difficulties 
appreciating her client’s struggles because of the client’s view of extra-marital 
affairs. The supervisor expanded the supervisee’s understanding of her client’s 
worldview by introducing religion, and provided an alternative perspective to 
her understanding of extra-marital affairs by introducing the theme of man’s 
quest for happiness. The supervisor was seen to utilise his ‘hunches’ in 




(i) Focus on client, supervisee, supervisor, client-supervisor and spiritual 
contexts (Excerpt 15, Case 6)  
[The supervisor explored with supervisee her difficulties in 
understanding clients. Utilising his ‘hunches’, given his extensive 
work with marital issues, he guided her to consider the idea of 
spirituality and religion, and explore the possibility of getting help 
from religious leaders.]  
Supervisor: Is there a cling to religion for him?  
Supervisee: Not sure, he only said that he is not a good 
Muslim.  
Supervisor: And I mean I am also just thinking what 
organises him as well in terms of how he 
responds to relationships, how he sees having his 
role as a husband and him getting into an 
infidelity relationship. Because a part of me kind 
of sense that—feels that—there is something 
that is not exactly wrong. Something that is 
acceptable if he is seeing another girl.  
Supervisee: You mean that may be his thoughts? 
Supervisor: … So I am really wondering what is organising 
him and what is his worldview? And I am not 
sure how helpful is it to be—kind of—see him 
alone and ready to sort out some of these things. 
And whether who is the best person to see him 
alone, whether is it us, whether is it religious 
leader because sometimes religion and some of 
these things also influences us.  
[The supervisor continued to explore with supervisee about the 
meaning of happiness, as client seemed to be seeking happiness 
through extra-marital relationship.] 
Supervisor: I mean two things come to my mind. Of course 
one of the things about shaking that part is really 
trying to understand that picture of happiness 
that he has and then trying to really shake that 
understanding of what happiness could mean, 
what he meant by he would never achieve that 
happiness? 






 Enhancing supervisees’ understanding of professional values 
and ethics in social work practice.  Having presented materials from 
different excerpts to illustrate how supervisors educated their supervisees in 
their knowledge and skills for casework, Excerpts 16 and 17 demonstrate how 
supervisors deepen their supervisees’ appreciation of professional values and 
ethics in practice.  
 In all, 10 supervisors were observed to have discussed values and 
ethics with their supervisees, of which two of the cases will be used as 
illustration.  Social work professional values and ethics guide social workers’ 
daily practice. For example, there is always the consideration of the best 
interests of children, and hence, the importance of assessing the impact of non-
normative events, such as divorce, on the development of children. 
Additionally, it is important to ensure that there is proper assessment of risk, 
such as should workers ask about clients’ suicide ideation.  
 Furthering understanding of social workers’ ethical responsibility 
to clients.  Two supervisors assessed the potential risks that their supervisees’ 
clients were in. One of them checked with his supervisee about the age of the 
client’s children when he learned about the client’s impending divorce. When 
told that the children were in their twenties and were able to cope with the 
divorce, the supervisor assessed it as not a ‘high risk’ case.  
 The following excerpt, Excerpt 16, shows that the supervisor was 
concerned about the client when he learned from the supervisee that the client 
was feeling emotionally distraught. He therefore checked with his supervisee 
about the client’s current suicidal plan and assessed the client’s physical well-
being together with his supervisee.   
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(i) Focus on client, supervisor and professional values/ ethics contexts 
(Excerpt 16, Case 11) 
Supervisor: Is there like suicide ideation? 
Supervisee: She did try; she said that she tried to kill herself 
before… 
Supervisor: Okay. 
Supervisee: But that was prior to… that was a few months ago.  
Supervisor: Right… currently? 
Supervisee: Currently she is okay. 
Supervisor: No suicide ideation?  
Supervisee: No suicide ideation at the moment… 
Supervisor: Right, is she like eating well, sleeping well? 
(FSC supervisor 11, male supervisor and female supervisee) 
 
 Furthering understanding of ethical responsibility to supervisees – 
duty to warn.  In casework management, social workers may be tempted to 
close a case once the client’s presenting problems have been resolved. Some 
cases, however, might have been closed prematurely. These cases may involve 
clients who have underlying problems that have not been resolved. As such, 
supervisors play an important role in guiding supervisees in making accurate, 
comprehensive assessment of their clients so that supervisees would not be 
guided solely by their client’s goals, and do not adopt inappropriate short term 
solutions that send them back to the social worker’s office with the same 
presenting problem in the near future.  
 In the following excerpt, Excerpt 17, the social work supervisor was 
observed to be facilitating his supervisee to consider the best interest of 
clients, instead of closing the case upon satisfactory resolution of immediate 
outcomes. He also dutifully reminded the supervisee to “be careful not to think 
(only) short-term.”  
160 
 
(i) Focus on client-supervisee and supervisee-supervisor contexts, 
professional values and ethics (Excerpt 17, Case 12) 
Supervisor: Yeah, but also something to ask ourselves is, 
actually we’re giving them what they ask for? 
We’re giving in to their request, so that they got 
what they want, they remove the child. And they 
need to know that it’s not a long-term solution, 
because one day the child got to come home, 
whether it’s one month later, or one year later. The 
child have to come home, and then what are they 
going to do when the child come [sic] home? … 
That part they need to know, because they may not 
be cognisant of that. In other words, your problem 
is not solved lah. It has just begun. 
Supervisee: I was thinking, you know, I put them in a home—
okay children were taken care of, I made the 
children my main clients, close case already. 
Supervisor: And they’re, so they’re thinking very short-term, 
see! So you must be careful not to think short-term 
too. 
Supervisee: Uh, don’t fall into their trap of thinking short-term. 
Supervisor: Yeah, very good.  
Supervisee: Uh, actually I think this will be like a case that’s 
open for a few years lah. 
(FSC 12, male supervisor and female supervisee) 
 
           As illustrated from Excerpts 7 to 17, supervisors were educating their 
supervisees in gaining better understanding of their ‘self’ and its impact on 
work, developing their knowledge/skills in casework and deepening their 
appreciation of professional values and ethics in practice. The analysis 
dimension was developed in the Appreciative Analysis phase, with the 
observation of the active stance by supervisors in analysing the materials 
presented by the supervisees. Kadushin & Harkness (2002), in their discussion 
about the content of educational supervision, utilized Perlman’s (1947) 4 Ps 
framework, in terms of people, problems, place and process. Adding the fifth 
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P, personnel, they suggested that supervisors will be teaching supervisees each 
of the five content areas.  
             Based on the excerpts, the supervisors were educating their 
supervisees about the clientele group (people) and developing their 
knowledge/skills towards resolving the issues (problems) presented by clients. 
Supervisees were guided differently in the working phases such as 
engagement and assessment (process), depending on their identified priorities. 
Furthermore, supervisors were seen to teach the supervisees about the agency 
(place) and its relationship with the network of social services, so that 
supervisees are more informed about their roles. Finally, the last p, which 
concerns the supervisees (personnel), is about educating the supervisees 
towards the development of professional identity. According to Kadushin & 
Harkness (2002), this includes socializing the supervisees to the ethos of the 
profession, as supervisees began to embrace the social work values and ethics 
in practice, alongside the development of more effective helping relationship 
with clients.   
Supporting Supervisees 
 In addition to the analysis part in the Appreciative Analysis phase of 
the PEACE supervision process, eight supervisors were also supporting their 
supervisees by showing appreciation of their efforts, such as acknowledging 
their frustrations, encouraging and affirming them for their work and for their 
demonstration of empathy toward their clients.  
 Encouragement and affirmation.  Encouragement and affirmation of 
one’s work tend to make supervisees feel supported. In Excerpt 20, the 
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supervisor praised the supervisee for her diligence and sense of responsibility, 
and further encouraged her not to overwork herself. Excerpt 18 shows the 
process in which the supervisor affirmed the work of his supervisee by 
facilitating the supervisee to articulate for herself the good work done for 
clients.  
(i) Focus on supervisee and supervisee-client contexts (Excerpt 18, Case 2) 
Supervisor: So perhaps this month we can try to do some 
follow-up with them. So at least we know what 
is going on. But you are very good and diligent 
in closing your cases especially for cases which 
[sic] there are a lot of paperwork involved. I 
really marvel at how you kind of organise your 
time. 
Supervisee: It just means coming back for extra hours. 
[The supervisee shared about the activities she conducted when 
she returned to office for extra work.]  
Supervisor: Thanks for taking the step to come back and 
having a sense of responsibility just to clear 
things also before you go off. But don’t do that 
too often. 
Supervisee: It is not very often, so don’t worry! [laughs]  
(FSC 4, male supervisor and female supervisee) 
 
 In the following excerpt, the supervisor highlighted the important work 
done by her supervisee to help the client, despite the supervisee articulating 
that she was at a loss about what to do for her client.   
(i) Focus on supervisee and supervisee-client contexts (Excerpt 19, Case 14)  
Supervisee: But at the same time, I would like to know what I 
can do for him, right now I really don’t know. 
Supervisor: In that two sessions, you have asked something 
very important. [Long pause] For someone that is 
negative, jaded which is the word you use. For 
someone that thinks that the world doesn’t care 




Supervisee: Care, lah. 
Supervisor: Yeah. So that was important you know, and you 
saw a difference in him right? 
Supervisee: Slightly lah, a bit only, lah. 
Supervisor: And you know what! You yourself say the person 
is more open. 
(FSC 13, female supervisor and female supervisee) 
 
 Using empathic listening.  It was evident that all the supervisors 
applied empathic listening skills such as paraphrasing, summarising and 
reflective listening to attend to their supervisees’ concerns during supervision. 
Shulman (2010) has provided a comprehensive list of supervisory skills, of 
which empathic skills and elaboration skills were deemed as helpful in 
offering support to supervisees. However, some variation exists in the way 
supervisors applied their listening skills to cases. In some cases, supervisors 
adopted a more task-oriented approach in handling their supervisees’ 
questions, whereas in other cases, supervisors were more attuned with their 
supervisees’ emotions. Supervisors adopt a more task-oriented approach 
toward cases for which supervisees were seeking information. Hence, there is 
less need to use empathic listening, compared with cases in which supervisees 
were revealing their emotions and expressing their difficulties in working with 
clients. Excerpt 20 is an illustration of a supervisor taking a task-oriented 
approach, compared with Excerpt 21, which is an example of a supervisor 
taking a facilitative approach.  
(i) Focus on client-supervisee contexts (Excerpt 20, Case 13) 
Supervisee: Okay. So it’s just to clarify, because I got a letter 
from [name of organization], remember that day, I 
told you about the girl who ran away from home? 
Supervisor: That young girl ah, that we saw… 
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Supervisee: Ah, she’s caught by the police ah, because the 
father did call the police. 
Supervisor: Oh… 
Supervisee: Yeah. So now, I didn’t know that [name of 
organisation] is in charge of this. I didn’t know. So 
the thing is now they want me to submit a social 
report and it seems like my social report will be 
used lah, for them to submit to court. So my 
question is, am I the one who’s supposed to do 
the—it seems like I’m the one doing the assessment 
for them, instead of they doing their own 
assessment. So I’m wondering… 
Supervisor: How come they call you? 
Supervisee: Uh, uh I do not know. I want to skip them but I 
thought you never see. 
[Laughter] 
Supervisor: So your question is, what is your role in relation to 
their role, lah? 
Supervisee: Am I supposed…  Precisely. I thought I’m just 
supposed to give some input, and they’re the one 
who’s supposed to assess and then churn out the 
social report. 
Supervisor: Have you spoken to this person? 
Supervisee: I have not. But I would just like to clarify with you 
first, because I’m not sure of the normal 
proceedings in [Beyond Parental Control].  
(FSC 13, female supervisor and female supervisee) 
 
 In the following excerpt, Excerpt 21, the supervisor was observed to 
enquire and express concern about the frustrations experienced by her 
supervisee in handling seemingly ‘non-responsive’ cases.  
(i) Focus on supervisee and client-supervisee contexts (Excerpt 21, Case 11) 
Supervisee: Yeah so this one is a bit hanging because she will 
also say things like she wasn’t able to come. 
Supervisor: How [sic] does it do to you? 
Supervisee: A bit frustrated I think. [laughs] So actually when 
WW has the parenting programme I asked her 
about it. She initially indicated that she might want 
to come but don’t think she did in the end. So I was 
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trying to think about what other programmes from 
the FSC that I can—like—also engage her. Because 
at that time, later on she was also saying that she 
has parenting difficulty. But then still… can’t 
really—like—engage her very well.  
Supervisor: I acknowledge your frustration when managing 
some of these cases especially when you are calling 
but they are still hanging there, there is quite a bit 
of chasing to do when you trying to multiply by ten 
times, you know, given that some of the cases 
might be similar. There is kind of frustration there. 
What keeps you going?  
Supervisee: KPI [Key performance indicators]. [laughs] 
Supervisor: [Laughs] True. 
(FSC 9, female supervisor and female supervisee) 
 
Discussion and Transition: From Appreciative Analysis to Collaborative 
Planning 
 From the Event Recounting phase where the supervisor-supervisee pair 
were observed to jointly reflect on past events, supervisory sessions typically 
moved towards the utilisation of the present or “here-and-now” supervisory 
experiences. Additionally, supervisors were seen to play a supportive role to 
their supervisees when supervisees highlighted the challenges encountered in 
case management. After educating supervisees to examine how they make 
assessments in casework, the supervisor would discuss with the supervisee the 
intervention plan for the supervisee’s client. This is similar to the casework 
process in that the supervisory process flows systematically from assessment 
to intervention. At the same time, there is a parallel process between the 
casework process involving client-supervisee context and the supervisory 
process involving supervisee-supervisor context in the PEACE supervision 






Figure 10.  Appreciative Analysis phase and its relationship with PEACE 
supervision process. 
 
PEACE Supervision Process: Collaborative Planning  
 In the Collaborative Planning phase, supervisors were observed to 
guide the development of knowledge and/or skills of supervisees necessary for 
them to carry out interventions. In developing the knowledge and/or skills of 
their supervisees, the supervisors were involved in helping their supervisees 
(a) examining taboo areas, (b) tapping on clients’ faith and view of spirituality, 
(c) appreciating and utilising clients’ strengths, (d) generating solutions by 
asking more questions, and (e) linking theories with intervention. In addition, 
it involved helping supervisees to consider plans to connect clients to formal 
and/or informal resource/support systems. Figure 11 provides an overview of 
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Overview of the Collaborative Planning Phase 
 In the Collaborative Planning phase of the PEACE supervision 
process, seven supervisors were observed to be helping their supervisees 
develop their knowledge and/or skills in intervention work, whereas eight 
supervisors were developing plans jointly with their supervisees to mobilise 
resources and coordinate services for clients. Two supervisors (FSC 7 and 
FSC 11) appeared to have skipped the collaborative planning phase for Case 7 
and Case 11. Upon examination, Supervisor 7 was facilitating his supervisee 
to reflect on factors that had helped him to manage Case 7, which had already 
closed. Hence, the main bulk of supervision session was on educating the 
supervisee at the Appreciative Analysis phase and the Experimentation & 
Evaluation phase (see Excerpt 35). On the other hand, the supervisor of FSC 
11 had a short discussion (4 minutes) with the supervisee on Case 11. The 
discussion posited the supervisor-supervisee pair in the Appreciative Analysis 
phase, as the supervisor highlighted to her supervisee that that latter’s belief 
that all her clients’ presenting problems stemmed from low self-esteem issues 
seemed to be impacting the way she was making her assessments of the cases 
(see Excerpt 14, Case 11). Table 15 lists the cases that entered the 
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(cases = 7) 
FSC 4 Case 1    √   
 Case 2       
 Case 3       
 Case 4       
 Case 5 √ √  √ √ Excerpt 33  
 Case 6 √ Excerpt 22 √  √   
FSC 7 Case 7       
FSC 8 Case 8 √ √  √  √ Excerpt 34 
FSC 9 Case 9 √ √  √ √ √ 
FSC 11 Case 10 √   √ √ √ 
 Case 11       
FSC 12 Case 12 √ Excerpt 23 √  √ Excerpt 32 √ √  
FSC 13 Case 13    √   
 Case 14 √ √  √  √ 
 Case 15 √   √  √ 
 Case 16 √ Excerpt 24 √   √ √ 
YO 2 Case 17 √ Excerpt 25, 26 √  √ Excerpt 30, 31   








Enhancing Knowledge and/or Skills of Supervisees in Intervention  
 The five areas in which the supervisors were observed to help their 
supervisees enhance their knowledge and/or skills in intervention will be 
presented below, supported by excerpts of the supervisory sessions. 
 Examining taboo topics.  In the following excerpt, Excerpt 22, the 
supervisor raised a taboo topic, sex, with the supervisee, in the discussion 
about a client who presented marital issues. Using his hunches, he urged his 
supervisee to explore with the client his experience of sexual intimacy in his 
marriage, which is an area that the supervisee had not explored due to her lack 
of knowledge and/or personal discomfort.  
(i) Focus on supervisor, client-supervisor and supervisee contexts (Excerpt 22, 
Case 6) 
Supervisor: Because when he talked about affection, what 
comes to my mind is, like, love language. And I am 
just wondering, how does she respond when he 
talks about that—he likes the affection but she is 
not giving that to him—and whether is it something 
that she will work towards? I mean these are 
tangible handles and when he talks about affection, 
what type of affection? Have you have [sic] the 
chance to talk with them about their sex life?  
Supervisee: No. I mean, now there is none. 
Supervisor: What about in the past?  
Supervisee: No, haven’t covered yet.  
Supervisor: Is it something [you feel] comfortable talking to 
them [about]? 
Supervisee: I don’t know, this didn’t… yeah, didn’t talk about 
that; not sure.  
Supervisor: Have you explored with your marital couples about 
their sex life? 
Supervisee: There are some that are very open; if they don’t see 




[… The worker continued to discuss about her ‘stuckness’ in her 
work and the supervisor revisited the issue and shared his 
hypothesis/ hunches about the problems as experienced by the 
client.] 
Supervisor: Yeah, perhaps it can be love language. Perhaps it is 
also worthwhile to explore their sex life. I mean, I 
am not sure whether you have done any training in 
terms of sexual intimacy issues? 
Supervisee: No, haven’t, just read of it. 
Supervisor: How comfortable are you also to talk about it? 
Supervisee: Maybe don’t have much knowledge of it. 
Supervisor: Because sometimes they do have some sexual 
fantasy and some sexual expectations which the 
spouse is not providing, and they kind of get it from 
another outlet. So I am not sure whether this is the 
case. But again this is really a very vulnerable… 
you need to have a very strong rapport to explore 
on that part. And you have to be comfortable of it.  
(FSC 4, male supervisor and female supervisee) 
 
 Tapping on client’s faith and view of spirituality.  In the following 
excerpt, Excerpt 23, the supervisee shared about her client’s belief that a 
“ghost” was to blame for leading his daughter astray. Since the client’s reality 
was impacting the way he perceived his daughter’s problems, the supervisor 
suggested that the supervisee went along with her client’s solution to the 
problem, which was to ‘remove’ the ghost. The suggestion was based on the 
assessment that the family had externalised the problems rather than locating 
the problems in their daughter. Nevertheless, the supervisor continued to help 
his supervisee develop intervention plans that would allow various family 
members in the client system to take responsibility for the problems, alongside 





(i) Focus on client and spirituality contexts (Excerpt 23, Case 12) 
[The supervisee said that the client, a father, believed and blamed 
a “ghost for leading the daughter astray”. She further shared that 
the client has consulted a pastor to get rid of the ghost at home.] 
Supervisor: Yeah. I mean, of course, there’s the Christian, the 
spiritual part, and there’s also the therapeutic value, 
which is that he has demonised the girl, lah. The 
demon, the ghost, has caused her to behave in this 
way. 
Supervisee: Yeah. 
Supervisor: So, therapeutic-wise, if somehow, this ghost or 
spirit could be removed, would that help him see 
the daughter in a different way?  
Supervisee: Mmmm-hmmm. 
Supervisor: Right? And indeed, if he is convinced that the spirit 
is no longer in the toilet, and if it means an 
exorcism or the house-cleansing, but it assists your 
therapy, it may help them move on, lah. I mean 
whether or not we believe in spirit is another matter 
right? There’s really a spirit is another matter, 
right? But if he can be convinced that—okay lah, I 
mean—if on the spiritual side they need to do 
certain things, that would assist the cleansing of the 
house, and they’re willing to do it, and they ask for 
it, they ask for pastor to come, they ask for it, then 
they do it, then after that they say “Oh I think it’s 
okay, lah!” It really helps them, then it’s good all-
round for everyone. 
Supervisee: Mmmm-hmmm. 
Supervisor: So actually he has externalised the problem: It’s not 
her; it’s the ghost. Sometimes it helps to blame 
something external. It’s not that my girl is a bad 
girl, [or] my wife is a bad wife; it’s the ghost! So 
you remove the ghost… yeah. You put all the 
blame on the ghost… 
Supervisee: Mmmm… okay. Then in the long run…? 
Supervisor: Then you can think about how to craft the 
intervention, in a way that the ghost becomes 
symbolic of all their family problems, but part of it 
includes their responsibility in getting rid of the 
ghost, you see? So together with the ghost, this is 
what each one has to do, or be willing to do. 
Something like that lah. 
(FSC 12, male supervisor and female supervisee) 
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 Appreciating and utilising client’s strengths.  The strengths 
perspective has been a strong influence on social work theory and practice in 
the last few decades (Glicken, 2004; Walsh, 2006), with social work 
supervisors also adapting the strengths perspective in the supervisory process. 
They suggest to their supervisees to consider positive behaviours and 
interaction patterns in clients and their family members. Two supervisors in 
this study utilised the strengths perspective in their supervisory sessions. One 
of the supervisors (FSC 13) encouraged her supervisee to look for client’s 
strengths.  
(i) Focus on client, supervisee, client-supervisee, supervisor and supervisee-
supervisor contexts (Excerpt 24, Case 16) 
Supervisor: And use these six months to work with the woman, 
strengthen her, make her feel happy and good. 
Strengths-based lah, not deficits-based. You went 
on a bit hard because you were working on that. It’s 
not fair to compare families like that. 
Supervisee: Yeah. 
Supervisor: Okay? If you take a strengths-based approach—
stretch yourself a bit more—if you take a strengths-
based approach, what would you see... in this 
family, back to this family. 
Supervisor: What would you see are the strengths of this 
family? 
Supervisee: They do make efforts lah, do help themselves in 
being more self-reliant. And the parents, the parents 
are close, and communicate well with the kids lah, 
although the mum in a very different way 
[chuckles]. But they do know what’s going on in 
their children’s’ lives lah, especially the father. 
Then, umm… 
[The supervisee narrated the strengths of client and her family, 
with some help from the supervisor and learned the importance to 
‘discover more strength in the family’] 




 Another supervisor (YO 2) proposed an intervention to further 
strengthen the client’s relationship with his family members, based on her 
supervisee’s description of the work she has done so far with her client. This 
was done by facilitating the supervisee to focus on her client’s strengths via 
reflecting on a critical incident that might have brought about positive changes 
in the family. The aim of the supervisor’s proposal was to increase her 
supervisee’s awareness of the client’s father’s competence in parenting his 
child.  
(i) Focus on client-supervisee and client-supervisor contexts (Excerpt 25, 
Case 17) 
Supervisor: Before we come back to this issue about preparing 
XX. I was just thinking about what you rationalised 
about father. I think because of his experiences with 
XX it is hard for him to feel confident. Yet at the 
same time, his reflections also shows that he is 
noticing his improvements. And that you know if 
he feels that you know if XX can continue to 
behave that way then he will be okay for XX to stay 
with him, just that he is not sure that whether XX 
can continue behaving this way. I am not sure, I am 
just hypothesising that perhaps he is not sure, one 
because we don’t know what has brought about 
these improvements. So if we don’t know, then you 
can’t repeat it you know it is like groping in the 
dark so to speak. 
[The supervisor suggested that the supervisee reflect with the 
family with regard to a positive experience. It is hoped that this 
will help the client’s father to be more confident about his 
parenting skills, since he had experienced success in his previous 
interaction with the son.] 
(YO 2, female supervisor and female supervisee) 
 
 In the next excerpt of the same case, the supervisor facilitated the 
supervisee’s appreciation of the positive changes in the client through 
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perspective-taking to help the latter increase her understanding of her work 
with clients and to appreciate her client’s strengths.   
(i) Focus on client and client-supervisee contexts (Excerpt 26, Case 17) 
Supervisor: 他的 [means his in Mandarin] improvement—other 
than that observed by his dad—is there anything 
that you observed as well? 
[The supervisee narrated the positive changes of the client that 
have been observed by her and others, especially the client’s 
father. She also described her inability to contact the school 
counsellor to learn more about her client’s behaviour in school.] 
Supervisor: What are some of the changes that you notice in his 
behaviour? 
[The supervisee talked about the improvements in her interaction 
with the client over time, citing incidents in which the client was 
more responsive, such as returning missed calls made by the 
supervisee.] 
Supervisor: If you were to ask [name of the client] like what 
contributed to some of these improvements that you 
have observed and his dad has observed, what do 
you think he will be saying? 
[The supervisee described what she thought might be client’s 
reasons for the changes, such as the impact of his impending court 
session on his views of school and on his life aspirations.] 
(YO 2, female supervisor and female supervisee) 
 
 Generate solutions by asking more questions.  In the following 
excerpt of Case 14, the supervisor generated more questions for her supervisee 
to help the latter develop an intervention plan based on the identified theme on 
‘loss’, instead of giving her the answers.   
(i) Focus on supervisee-client context (Excerpt 27, Case 14) 
Supervisor: Then, then, coming back to coping with loss, what 
can we do to help him to move on, and—because 
you keep saying you don’t know what to do, right? 
Supervisee: I encourage him to talk about what he really feels, 
and about the losses, I don’t think anyone has 
talked to him about that before, yeah. [Long pause] 
Then the next part will be, that’s what a lot of us 
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worry about. After you open a can of worms, and 
then what next. [Laughs] Yeah, because for him I 
know, like too much empathy, too much 
reassurance, too much whatever, whatever, but I 
see him as a—you need to inject something new 
into his life; you know, for him to move on lah. 
Supervisor: We go back to our basic social work, looking at 
client’s pace, pacing, we cannot rush the process. If 
he’s stuck here, with all his negativity, okay, and 
he’s all bottled up inside, because nobody cares 
about him, nobody touch base [sic] with him here; 
it’s very hard for him lah, because—just now you 
also talk about trust—he’s also testing you, so you 
need to win that trust. [Okay] and how to win that 
trust? 
Supervisee: Continue what I’m doing now. 
Supervisor: Yeah! So you got the answer. You can’t rush him; 
you can’t, much as we would want to. But it’s that, 
this connection you have with him is important for 
him: to build trust in people again.  
[The supervisor summarised the session by highlighting the theme 
of loss in the client’s life and its impact on his help-seeking 
behaviour. She further encouraged her supervisee to continue with 
her good work by keeping pace with her client’s fears and 
anxiety.] 
(FSC 13, female supervisor and female supervisee) 
 
 Linking theories with intervention.  In making connections between 
theories and practice, the supervisors encouraged their supervisees to consider 
relevant theories in working with clients. In addition, supervisors might help 
supervisees concretise their ideas. 
(i) Focus on client and supervise-supervisor contexts (Excerpt 28, Case 9) 
 In the following excerpt, the supervisor led her supervisee to consider 
her client’s age-appropriate needs by bringing the latter’s attention to the 
client’s developmental stage and theories on child development. With this 
consideration, the supervisor-supervisee pair generated the idea to write a 
letter to the client to affirm her strengths.  
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Supervisor: Looking at her, she’s 16 years old, she’s a girl, 
what do you think will be her social and emotional 
needs at this age? 
Supervisee: She might be struggling with certain emotions or 
certain things in life? Identity? Identity crisis, ego-
centric? She could be looking for love as well, 
yeah. 
Supervisor: Mmmm. So when you think about her needs at this 
age, what would you like to convey to her, based on 
what you observe from her? 
Supervisee: I’ll let her know that being in boy-girl relationship 
(BGR) is not wrong, I’ll say that, “Okay, it’s not 
wrong but, it’s okay to be in relationship”. You can 
share with your friends, you can share with your 
parents, people whom you’re reaching out to. And 
of course I’ll also tell her that there’s some risk 
that’s involved in relationship, and I’ll want her to 
protect herself well. Mmm, yeah, being a girl, she 
has to be protective la. Umm, tell her her self-
worth, yeah. 
[The session continued with the supervisor asking her supervisee 
to write a letter to affirm the youth, based on their conclusion that 
the client, being a teenager, was likely seeking affirmation of her 
self-worth. The supervisor encouraged the supervisee to “share 
with [her client] your heart” in the letter.] 
(FSC 9, female supervisor and female supervisee) 
 
 Apart from reminding their supervisees to consider the implications of 
theories in their practice, some supervisors were observed to be facilitating 
their supervisees to concretise their intervention plans. In the following 
excerpt, Excerpt 29, the supervisor guided her supervisee to articulate her 
desire to “inject hope” in her client and then concretise this desire into an 




(i) Focus on supervisee-client and supervisee contexts (Excerpt 29, Case 14) 
Supervisee: But actually I just feel I want one thing for him, to 
inject hope into his life. 
Supervisor: What are you hoping, when you want to “inject 
hope”, okay? What are you hoping, in concrete 
ways, to see eventually? 
Supervisee: [To see him] connected with the society; see the 
purpose of him living on in this world. 
Supervisee: Okay, yeah. 
Supervisee: Actually, just these two things, as simple as that.  
Supervisee: Okay, yeah. What will give him purpose?  
Supervisee: Something that he is competent in doing, and he 
feels good doing.  
(FSC 13, female supervisor and female supervisee) 
 
Developing Plans for Resource Mobilisation and Service Coordination 
 To support their clients and further their clients’ well-being, social 
workers would mobilise resources and coordinate services in the clients’ 
formal and informal support systems. (Compton, Galaway and Cournoyer, 
2005, Hepthworth et al., 2013) Similarly, supervisors were guiding 
supervisees to mobilise resources and improve service coordination to 
minimise service fragmentation in their work with clients.   
 System linkage and service coordination: linkage with different 
personnel to work with clients.  Casework involving clients who are 
mandated to attend counselling often place social workers in an uneasy 
position as they attempt to strike a balance between the role of an agent of 
control and of a counsellor. Wearing two hats might pose a difficulty for fresh 
social workers, especially wearing the hat of an agent of control, as the 
enforcement of regulations are usually met by client’s resistance.   
 In this following excerpt, Excerpt 30, the supervisee struggled with the 
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issue of keeping pace with her client. She was concerned about triggering 
anxiety and resistance in her teenage client if she broached the subject of an 
impending court session. On the other hand, she was worried that her client’s 
unpreparedness for the court session might result in inappropriate responses at 
the court session, inviting negative judgment to the detriment of the final 
judgment about his case. The supervisor therefore suggested getting a different 
personnel (a volunteer) to be involved in the case to prepare the client 
mentally for the court session. In this way, the supervisee could continue her 
work with her client as a counsellor with minimal resistance.  
(i) Focus on client-supervisee, supervisee-supervisor and organisation 
contexts (Excerpt 30, Case 17) 
Supervisor: To what extent, do you think that he might also be 
preparing himself for the court session by talking to 
his friends, by his previous discussion with you—
you know, with the questions that you have asked 
him? To what extent do you think that he is also 
preparing for himself consciously or 
unconsciously? 
Supervisee: He might have prepared mentally. I feel that he is 
already prepared. I feel that most probably he has 
prepared for himself, but to the extent of what I feel 
he should be.  
Supervisor: You see what you think of this: because [a 
volunteer personnel’s name] knows a bit about 
Juvenile Court case. Maybe you can talk with [the 
volunteer] about this and asked about the type of 
questions that the judge will ask during the first 
session. That means before the pre-sentencing 
report is ready. If she has most of the questions, 
then we ask her whether or not she has time to sit 
down and do it with [client’s name]. 
Supervisee: Oh, that sounds good.  




 Oftentimes, clients might be involved in different social service 
agencies. Since there might be other personnel who are involved in the case, it 
is important that the services are coordinated properly among the various 
personnel and agencies. In the following excerpt, the social work supervisor 
was observed to urge her supervisee to work with different personnel to 
minimise confusion for the client, as there are various programmes offered by 
the government, school and social service agency involved in managing her 
teenage child.   
 
(i) Focus on client-supervisee and wider contexts (Excerpt 31, Case 17) 
Supervisor: Who are the case workers?  
[The supervisee informed her supervisor of the various personnel 
who were involved in the case, which included a [name of 
organisation] child protection officer, a school personnel and a 
prior ‘home worker’. Furthermore, as the client was involved in a 
school social work programme, there was yet another (school) 
social worker who was involved.] 
Supervisor: In fact to help mom so that she is not confused, you 
can do a home visit together with her it may help. 
Everyone sits down and talk about the same thing. 
Supervisee: Because mom is really very blur, over the phone I 
tried to talk to her. It was very difficult. She would 
ask me to call [the client’s father]. Then she cannot 
answer me. So she is a bit… I don’t know [if] she is 
blur or what. But [one of the caseworkers] told me 
she will really be confused, disorganised.  
Supervisor: Then maybe if you all get together, it will be better. 
And then clearly demarcate for mother what is your 
role and what is the officer’s role if you are 
continuing to keep him in the programme. Because 
as much as school makes decision, we can also 
offer some input based on our assessment—
whether or not we think that it is effective for the 
student to continue to be in our programme.  




 Apart from proper service linkage, supervisors were also urging their 
supervisees to help connect their clients to other services in order to expand 
their resources. In the following excerpt, the supervisor was observed to be 
directing the supervisee to consider linking clients with other formal support 
systems in planning for intervention. 
(i) Focus on client-social worker, agency and wider community (Excerpt 32, 
Case 12) 
Supervisor: Mental health issue there. Okay. So, looking at the 
therapeutic relationship with each one, right, 
beyond that, are there other kinds of help they 
could get from? 
Supervisee: Us? 
Supervisor: The community at large lah. 
Supervisee: So many! 
Supervisor: So you look at your eco-map right, so what does 
[name of an organisation] do for them? 
Supervisee: Once in a while, food rations, uh, home visits with 
volunteers? 
[The supervisee talked about the involvement of different 
organisations in meeting the needs of the client socially, 
financially and mentally.] 
Supervisee: Okay, so I’m not wasting time with the family 
right, because you know when I did this thing then, 
then I think, “Wah, so many people involved 
already ah!” Then—like—should I be involved? 
Then now when I think of it, “Yeah. I should be,” 
because the others are not helping therapeutically.  
(FSC 12, male supervisor and female supervisee) 
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 Involvement in organisation’s preventive or developmental 
programmes.  In helping their supervisee with their cases, five supervisors 
suggested the need to provide preventive intervention for children in at-risk 
families through the centre’s programmes and/or services.  
(i) Focus on client-supervisee and organisation contexts (Excerpt 33, Case 5) 
 The following excerpt shows how a supervisor encouraged his 
supervisee to engage her client’s children to participate in the centre’s 
programmes, as well as to prepare the children for their parents’ impending 
separation.  
Supervisor: So I guess they perhaps will have some knowledge 
on how to manage some of these things. The 
challenge is then how can we help the children to 
prepare for this transition and whether there is any 
programme that caters to helping the kids cope with 
this change because they are nonetheless the 
vulnerable ones when it comes to divorce.  
[The supervisee said that the children were involved in the 
centre’s tuition programme and that one of the children was less 
participative this year as she was more involved in school 
activities. The supervisor probed further to find out whether the 
children were aware of parents’ intention to divorce and urged the 
supervisee to help prepare the children so that they are better 
supported during the transition period.] 
Supervisor: And I guess a lot of it is also preparing the parents 
on how to prepare her because I think eventually, 
the explanation about why the parents are going 
separately and kind of giving her the assurance that 
although they may be divorced, both of them are 
still parents to her. Try to kind of move into a 
transition which is as inevitable as possible. 
(FSC 4, male supervisor and female supervisee) 
 
 Mobilising resources from informal support systems.  One of the 
defining features of social work is the profession’s focus on the individual’s 
well-being in a social context. Hence, social workers often explore the client’s 
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informal social support systems, which include their family, extended families 
and peers to render support to the client whenever relevant. Seven supervisors 
were observed to encourage their supervisees to tap on their clients’ informal 
support. In the following excerpt, the supervisor urged her supervisee to work 
with different members in the extended family with whom the client was 
living. The supervisee expressed her struggles in working with different 
members of the extended family because each of them was inconsistent in the 
way they manage the child.  
(i) Focus on client-supervisee and supervisee-supervisor contexts (Excerpt 34, 
Case 8) 
Supervisor: How is it for you, having to work with this 
inconsistency because you are not only working 
with the family but also the extended family, the 
mum, and the sister and the brother?  
Supervisee: The sister-in-law sometimes needs to explain a lot 
because the mother also sometimes like… 
Supervisor: [name of the client] or [client’s] mother? 
Supervisee: [client’s] mother, sometimes when it is too much, 
she also like… elderly yah. So sometimes I also 
need to like talk to the sister-in-law. Also to tell 
them something like, “This is what the message 
[is],” so that they can work together. 
Supervisor: So how do you manage that? Having to work with 
so many family members? 
Supervisee: I think need to have a lot of patience [laughs]. 
Because… 
Supervisor: If you find yourself needing to have a lot of 
patience, which means, what is happening for you 
now?  
[The supervisee expressed that she experienced fatigue in working 
with the family , as she had to attend to different issues as raised 
by different family members. Supervisor attended to her and 
urged her to continue to engage the various family members in 
working with the child.  




Discussion and Transition: Collaborative Planning Phase to 
Experimentation and Evaluation Phase  
 In the Collaborative Planning phase of the PEACE supervision 
process, supervisor-supervisee pairs explored the intervention plans of cases 
raised for discussion at supervision. This involved supervisors enhancing 
supervisees’ knowledge and/or skills in intervention, and helping supervisees 
develop plans to mobilise resource and coordinate services to support clients. 
Having discussed the intervention plan, the supervisory process moves on to 
the Experimentation & Evaluation phase. This phase involves the supervisors 
having joint sessions with supervisees and/or evaluating the supervisory 
session. In some instances, supervisees discussed the status of cases and 
proposed reasons for closing the case.  Figure 12 illustrates the relationship of 
the collaborative planning phase in the PEACE supervision process.  
 





PEACE Supervision Process: Experimentation & Evaluation  
 The emphasis in the experimentation of Experimentation & Evaluation 
phase is on joint sessions/home visits with supervisees to manage possible 
difficulties/risk that may arise in the client-supervisee context.  The term 
experimentation is similar to the ‘active experimentation’ stage of Kolb’s 
(1984) experiential learning. It implies one’s attempt to work towards one’s 
goals, albeit with the difficulty to determine the consequence in the 
unpredictable nature of work with people. The evaluation dimension involves 
(a) examining “what works?”’; (b) assessing the effectiveness of the 
supervisory structure and/or session; and (c) establishing accountability of 
work by supervisees concerning case closure and case update. Figure 13 
illustrates the main themes and sub-themes in the experimentation and 
evaluation phase.  
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Overview of the Experimentation & Evaluation Phase  
 The experimentation of the Experimentation & Evaluation phase refers 
to supervisors’ offer to be physically present for joint visits or joint sessions 
with their supervisee, especially for high risk cases and/or cases requiring 
home visits. The evaluation dimension saw all the supervisors involving 
themselves in monitoring the case or discussing about case closure. This 
appears to be an important administrative function of the supervisor to monitor 
and review supervisees’ work to ensure compliance with agency and/or 
funding policies (Kadushin & Harkness, 2002). Three supervisors (FSC 8, 
FSC 9 and YO 4) sought feedback from the supervisees with regard to the 
supervisory session, of which two supervisors (FSC 8, FSC 9) discussed one 
case each with their supervisees, spending 59 minutes and 1 hour 6 minutes, 
respectively. The other supervisor asked his supervisee for her feedback of her 
supervisory experience in the organisation. Table 16 provides an overview of 











Table 16  






(supervisor = 1) 
 Evaluation 
(supervisors = 9) 
Joint visit/session 
(case = 1) 
 
Reflection on 
learning points  




(cases = 4) 
Case closure/ 
monitoring 
(cases = 16) 
FSC 4 1     √ Excerpt 38 
 2     √ 
 3     √ 
 4     √ 
 5     √ 
 6     √ 
FSC 7 7   √ Excerpt 36 √ √ 
FSC 8 8    √ Excerpt 37 √ 
FSC 9 9 √ Excerpt 35   √ √ Excerpt 39 
FSC 11 10      
 11     √ 
FSC 12 12     √ Excerpt 40 
FSC 13 13     √ 
 14   √   
 15     √ 
 16     √ 
YO 2 17     √ 




 In experimentation, supervisors could propose to be physically present 
in their supervisees’ sessions with the client, in addition to discussing with 
supervisees about the case during supervisory sessions. In the following 
excerpt, the supervisor had requested to make a home visit with the 
supervisee, in anticipation that the session might be difficult for the supervisee 
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as the proposed home visit involved meeting and engaging the father of a 
runaway teenager.  
 
(i) Focus on client, client-supervisee, supervisee-supervisor contexts (Excerpt 
35, Case 12) 
Supervisor: Tonight I have three sessions already. Friday night? 
(laughs) 
Supervisee: Sure! I’ll let the mother know. But is it too late? I 
don’t mind going after Meet the People Session 
(MPS), that’s at 9. 
Supervisor: Mmmm, yeah, I’ll come back. I have a meeting on 
Thursday night, so I’ll come back after that? 
Supervisee: Okay, so I will let the mother know. I will let the 
mother know. So whether or not she gives the letter 
to the mother today… 
Supervisor: We’ll just go and try, we’ll just try to engage the 
father. And if there’s no letter, we’ll just say, “We 
thought we just want to drop by and see how you 
are doing” 
(FSC 11, male supervisor and female supervisee) 
 
 In the supervisory sessions which I sat in, it involved only one case 
that required joint session with the supervisor. There are however, other types 
of supervisory sessions, termed as ‘live’ clinical supervisory session, in which 
the supervisors would avail themselves when their supervisees conduct their 
sessions with client.   
Evaluation  
 The evaluation dimension of the supervisory process involves guiding 
supervisees to reflect on the learning points from each case by examining, 
“What works?”, assess the effectiveness of the supervisory structure and/or 




 Reflection on learning points: Examining what works?  Throughout 
the supervisory process, supervisors were often observed to be helping their 
supervisees reflect on their learning experience. Supervisors were constantly 
performing their education function by teasing out learning points for their 
supervisees, and examining “What works?” In such scenarios, there may not 
be any known challenges to resolve. In the following excerpt, Excerpt 36, the 
supervisor was observed to join her supervisee in reflecting on the learning 
points of a difficult case he had handled in the past year. One of the learning 
points the supervisee highlighted was the importance of having an external 
consultant with experience working with clients with mental health issues.  
(i) Focus on supervisee, supervisee-supervisor and agency contexts (Excerpt 
36, Case 7) 
Supervisor: Okay, so what have you learnt that have—that 
work best for you? 
Supervisee:  I think in such a case, having that supervision is 
very important. I think the chance to have that 
opportunity to connect with J [external consultant], 
because J had worked with BPD (borderline 
personality disorder) I think that was important, 
having those insights I found is valuable, and the 
constant discussion that we had about [an abusive 
client’s] case, I think that’s important… 
Supervisor: Yes, yes, that’s right. 
Supervisee:  I think having that support. Because it was a 
difficult case, because I was so intermingled with it, 
I was grappling with the stresses faced by our staff, 
and also the abusiveness of [the client]. 
[The supervisee reflected on the factors that had helped him with 
the difficult case, which included the support and firm decision 
making by his supervisor and supportive team workers. The 
supervisor probed for learning points from working with various 
organisations in the best interests of clients. In addition, the 
supervisee brought up the dilemma of balancing between the 
needs of clients and those of the colleagues working on the case. 
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He also said that this reflective experience had allowed him to be 
more aware of the importance of clear organisational guidelines 
and of good partnership with other organisations in case 
management. The supervisee further examined how this 
experience and learning points gained from the experience could 
be useful in future, should similar situations arise.] 
(FSC 7, female supervisor and male supervisee) 
 
 Excerpt 36 illustrates a supervisee’s reflection of factors that had 
helped him to manage a difficult case, which included having clear agency 
guidelines on case management, having a supportive supervisor and 
colleagues, and having access to external resources in managing difficult 
cases.  
 Evaluating the effectiveness of supervisory sessions or supervisory 
experience.  Three supervisors solicited their supervisees’ feedback with 
regard to the supervisory session. For example, one of the supervisors (FSC 9) 
asked her supervisee for feedback about the session and the supervisee said 
that she felt better after sharing with her supervisor about her difficulties with 
the case. The following excerpt, Excerpt 37, is another example of a 
supervisor soliciting her supervisee’s feedback on the effectiveness of the 
supervisory session.   
(i) Focus on supervisee, supervisee-supervisor (Excerpt 37, Case 8) 
Supervisor: I mean how has this conversation been for you? 
Supervisee: Relief. 
Supervisor: Relief? What part? XX [client’s name] case or? 
Supervisee: [client’s case]XX like I can see light like that 
Supervisor: Seriously? 
Supervisee: Yeah I can, because I know I can focus on the girl. 




 Case closure and case monitoring.  In case closure and monitoring, 
the supervisor-supervisee pair would discuss the criteria for case closure and 
discuss follow-up plans. In the following excerpt, Excerpt 38, the supervisor 
helped his supervisee decide on the criteria for case closure, by considering 
various potential outcomes.   
(i) Focus on client-supervisee context (Excerpt 38, Case 2) 
Supervisor: So when are you going to close the case? 
Supervisee: I don’t know also. I was also asking myself the 
question, you know. How do I know that this case 
can be closed?” 
[The supervisee shared her thoughts of the different outcomes she 
would like to see for different clients in the family.] 
Supervisor: So what would be your guideline that would put 
you at ease, to either taper off or close the case?   
[As the session progressed, the supervisee highlighted a few 
clients who were relatively less responsive to intervention, and the 
theme of ‘non-responsive’ clients was identified. Thereafter, the 
session was focused on making a decision on case closure for 
these cases, whilst being mindful of agency guidelines.] 
Supervisor: So given some of these clients—because I have 
been talking to some other colleagues—it seems 
that there is one common issue: Because cases that 
were presented and after seeing them, the workers 
get a little bit concerned about client’s welfare and 
well-being but after a while, sometimes clients are 
non-responsive and we end up chasing them and 
becoming a little bit more concern about clients 
responding to us. So it seems that there is a 
common feeling of exhaustion with this type of 
cases. So I am just wondering, where do we draw 
the line? To what extent do we kind of chase 
especially when we are really concerned about the 
client for not responding? Of course we have the 
protocol that says two phone calls and one letter but 
one thing that occurs to me is that many of us are 
driven by the sense of responsibility, the sense of 
concern for our clients. But I think as much as I 
want to be client-centred to pursue some of these 
clients, I think we also need to be concerned about 
our mental health and well-being because it can be 




(FSC 4, male supervisor and female supervisee) 
 
 In the following excerpt, the supervisor suggested that the supervisee 
close the case as the client was not responsive to interventions, and called for a 
case conference amongst the different workers involved in managing the case, 
so that each worker could conduct a proper closure after discussing and 
agreeing on the rationale for case closure.  
(i) Focus on client and agency contexts (Excerpt 39, Case 9) 
Supervisor: Yeah, but I think this one, if she’s not responding 
then you possibly close. 
Supervisee: Yeah. 
Supervisor: Yeah, so maybe it’ll be good even though there like 
isn’t much work, it’ll be good if there are 3 of you 
to sit down together and talk about your emotions, 
explain the rationale of closing, share with them 
what you wrote in the letter. Yeah. 
Supervisee: Yeah, okay. Do a conference. 
(FSC 9, female supervisor and female supervisee) 
 
 Apart from discussing the criteria for case closure, supervisors usually 
also requested that supervisees update them after further intervention and/or 
finding more information. For example, the supervisor of FSC 8 asked the 
supervisee to “provide me an update of [name of the client]’s case especially 
about the girl”. In other instances, the supervisors asked supervisees to follow 
up with their cases by involving other organisations in case management. For 
example, the supervisor of FSC 13 requested that the supervisee clarify the 
roles of various personnel from the respective organisations involved in the 
case before she responded to supervisee’s question about her role in case 
management. The following excerpt is an illustration of a supervisor asking 
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his supervisee to obtain more information about the client before making a 
decision about case closure.  
(i) Focus on client and other organisations (Excerpt 40, Case 12) 
Supervisor: Maybe the important thing for after today would 
be, to check status, in terms of how long would the 
girl be at the home, and the boy too, and the wife if 
she’s at the shelter. Then, from there you have an 
idea where to work lah. Because if the girl really 
going to be in there for half a year, one year, then 
need to plan what to do… 
Supervisee: Mmmm. 
Supervisor: Do you, visit? Do you use the next six months to 
prepare them for her return, or all those things? Do 
you close the case, then reopen? Think about the 
different options. 
Supervisee: Should I continue to see them, or should it be 
another caseworker? 
Supervisor: Sure… 
(FSC 12, male supervisor and female supervisee) 
 
Discussion 
 In the Experimentation &  Evaluation phase of the PEACE supervision 
process, all the supervisors were concerned about the status of the cases, and 
therefore the phase was dedicated to reviewing cases for closure and/or 
monitoring the progress of the case. One took the initiative to do a joint home 
visit with the supervisee, to support and educate the supervisee especially with 
difficult cases. The agency’s policy concerning the safety of workers 
conducting home visits also surfaced during the supervisory session with the 
supervisor of YO 2. This interest in ensuring accountability for the work done 
and in ensuring the supervisee’s safety relates to the administrative function 
and managerial role of the supervisor of YO2.   
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 It seemed interesting that only a few supervisors solicited their 
supervisees’ feedback about the supervisory session under observation, except 
for two who were assessed to be performing their clinical role solely during 
the supervisory session, and another who solicited the supervisee’s overall 
experience of the supervisory programme in the organisation. This makes one 
wonder if this process of getting supervisees’ feedback about supervisory 
sessions and/or the supervisory experience contribute to a more balanced 
supervisory relationship. Not only does this practice of obtaining feedback 
from supervisees convey that ‘power’ is shared with the supervisees, it also 
requires supervisors to be open to feedback and to be a little vulnerable in the 
supervisory relationship. Figure 14 shows the position of the experimentation 
and evaluation phase in the PEACE model of the supervisory process.  
         
                     
Figure 14. The Experimentation & Evaluation phase in the PEACE supervision process. 
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Factors Influencing the PEACE Supervision Process 
 The supervisory process and depth of analysis are dependent on several 
factors, including supervisee’s developmental stage and maturity, which is 
related to their age and life experiences.  
Supervisor- and Supervisee-Related Factors 
 Supervisees’ age and maturity.  Three supervisors said that the age of 
supervisees influenced the supervisory process. One of them explained that 
she was more process-oriented with older supervisees, as they tended to be 
more reflective in their practice. In contrast, another supervisor utilised the 
problem-solving approach with one of his older supervisees, who had made a 
mid-career switch to social work. The supervisor reasoned that less time was 
required for him to connect with the older supervisee emotionally, compared 
with younger supervisees with whom he had to spend more time to establish 
an emotional connection.   
 
I think because lately my supervisees are also the more senior 
staff, so I can do more of this kind of reflective kind of 
supervision. (Supervisor 8, female, 6 years of supervisory 
experience) 
 
There are a lot more emotional dilemmas, they can imagine 
what they [younger supervisees] need to do, but they might not 
feel that they are able to do it. Like let’s say for [name of an 
older supervisee], you tell her, you problem solve, she’ll be like 
“yeah, okay, that’s an idea. I’ll try that,” you know? (laughs) 
Yeah, but for very young workers… The issue here is, let’s say 
the mom, is 35 and she is 10 years older than this worker and 
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[the worker] has never been a mom to her own son because the 
son [of this 35-year-old mom] has been in a foster home and all 
that, right? … In order for her to do her work, the 25-year-old 
needs to feel that she is able to rise to the occasion, you see? 
Which they might not feel that they have that.” (FSC 11, male 
supervisor, 6 years of supervisory experience) 
 
 Supervisor’s use of reflective supervision.  Four supervisors believed 
in reflective supervision, which is more process-oriented as compared to a 
problem-solving approach, since it requires an examination of supervisee’s 
values and beliefs, and their impact on supervisees’ work with clients. One of 
the supervisors shared that his past supervisory experience had a great 
influenced on his decision to be more process-oriented in supervision. He felt 
he had more personal growth when his supervisors helped him to consider and 
“work through his own worldview, values and beliefs” in case management. 
As reflective supervision tends to be more time-consuming, this supervisor 
does not limit himself to reflective supervision, but would use a variation of 
approaches with different people:  
 
I have also gone through also different supervisors where they 
will use different style of supervision. Some supervisors who 
are very good, very experienced, who could be very directive, 
you present a case when your supervisor tell you, “Okay, do 
step A, then you do step B, after that you do step C, if don’t 
work, then you do D” and some supervisors who have actually 
gone through asking you, “Why did you do what you did?”, 
you know, “What is behind and orientating you?” And I have 
found that though I like the first style, because I don’t really 
have to think very much—you know I am told what to do 
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and—but I felt that it doesn’t help me in my personal growth as 
much as the second one. And even as I look at the second one, I 
found that it actually brings up a lot of issues for myself, 
helping me to work through my own worldview, values, 
beliefs. And in fact it is a lot more time consuming than the 
first one. I admit that I—at different juncture with different 
people—I use a variation of these two approaches because 
sometimes, time constraints, you come and consult me and 
nature of the case, you know. So base on that, I use a variation 
though my preference in supervision is to be process-oriented. 
(FSC 4, male supervisor, 9 years of supervisory experience) 
 
 Based on his own supervisory experience, the supervisor above said 
that a supervisory style that is more process-oriented tends to fit better with 
female supervisees than male supervisees. However, he believed that it is a 
needful process, and hoped that the process-oriented nature of the supervisory 
experience would be mirrored in the client-social worker relationship:   
 
So I think one part of it is that men tend to be a bit more task-
oriented, goal driven and so on… I recently have a supervisee 
who was facing some complaints and the complaint revolves 
around being very pushy about the agenda and some, on being 
too directive. And the same supervisee also has some issues 
with regard to the way I was using reflexivity in terms of the 
questioning. You know, very often, [the supervisee] would 
come [to me and say], “Just tell me what to do”… And very 
often if I kind of use a directive style with him, that is how he 
models my interaction with him. So I am hoping that he will 
pick up some of this reflexive kind of ways so that he could 
also learn to be more process-oriented and reflexive with his 




 Another supervisor with 22 years of supervisory experience concurred 
with the limitation of time constraint imposed on using reflective supervision. 
This is because time is needed for supervisors to guide supervisees in the 
discovery of answers to their questions, and to withstand the temptation for 
supervisors to provide direct answers for supervisees.  
 
But the process is definitely longer, and I think if you ask me 
about challenges, some of the challenges is like struggle to give 
the answers immediately or to lead them through with them? 
(FSC 13, female, 22 years of supervisory experience) 
 
 Since reflective supervision was time-consuming, she reasoned that 
she could not do it for every case; moreover, not all cases require supervisors 
to use a reflective supervisory style to facilitate their supervisees’ learning. 
The supervisor was more process-oriented during one of the observed 
supervisory session (Case 1), because the supervisee was unsure about the 
direction of intervention. Therefore, the supervisor guided her supervisee 
towards increasing her empathy for client by looking at the client’s family 
history, and assured her supervisee of the relevance of keeping pace with the 
client to build a trusting relationship.  This supervisor said that over time she 
had learnt to be more adaptable in her supervisory style, as she recognised that 
every supervisee is different. She also believed in playing an influential role 
rather than directive role on her supervisees’ thought processes and 
perspectives, as the former would allow her supervisees to evolve to be more 
congruent as they integrate themselves into their professional work.   
 
We are all different; so the way they conduct themselves during 
session, the way they say, the manner in which or the words 
199 
 
used cannot be the same. I emphasise that we’re all different… 
The way I influence that part is, I want a certain outcome, I 
influence their thinking here. So, for me if I get their this part 
right, they will be okay because they will integrate into 
themselves, and execute the way which is in sync with them. 
No, a 28-year-old cannot be the same as a 48-year-old like me. 
(FSC 13, female, 22 years of supervisory experience) 
 
 Similarly, a supervisor with eight years of supervisory experience 
viewed her work as “eclectic” and would adapt her working style according to 
the “fit” with the supervisee and client.   
 
I see myself as pretty eclectic. You know, I think after a while 
no longer any fan of any school [of thought], whatsoever—and 
I think it is about being able to have a variety of tools and use 
these tools accordingly to fit different supervisees, to fit with 
different clients. (FSC 8, female supervisor, 8 years of 
supervisory experience)  
 
 In adapting her working style to fit the needs of her supervisees, the 
supervisor revealed her preference to spend time getting to know the 
supervisees. This includes talking about their previous supervisory experience, 
clarifying expectations and learning about each other’s styles and preferences. 
To her, this process parallels social work intervention, during which social 
workers would take time to clarify their client’s expectations. 
 
Okay so with various supervisees, what is helpful is that within 
the first session, we will kind of spend some extensive time 
really talking about what is their previous supervision 
experience that they had, what kind of style do they like, what 
is it that they need and what are some expectation from me as a 
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supervisor, talking about each other’s preferences—it is usually 
long. And this is actually parallel to your social work 
intervention as well because very often clients may think that 
you are lousy and not good because expectations are not talked 
about and synchronised. (FSC 8, female supervisor, 8 years of 
supervisory experience)   
 
 In her work with her supervisees, this same supervisor would consider 
the ‘person’ of the supervisees, meaning the supervisees’ personal values, 
beliefs and worldviews, and examine how these were influencing their work 
with clients. She acknowledged that there were times when she had to be more 
directive in her supervisory style, as it was more fitting for younger 
supervisees.  
 
Of course I tried different things and then I see how people 
respond and so on. And, sometimes, some ideas some people 
really don’t get it, you really just have to kind of be directive 
about it. And I think that there are times which you really see 
the need as certain supervisees that you need to do a bit more 
coaching, guiding, especially I think with those younger staffs; 
they appreciate a lot more when being told what to do. (FSC 8, 
female supervisor, 8 years of supervisory experience) 
 
 Use of reflective supervisory practice within the organisation.  A 
supervisor revealed that both herself and her team became accustomed to 
consider the influence of one’s values and beliefs on their work because they 
had been regularly asked to do so by an external consultant engaged to provide 
supervisory support to the social work staff at the agency. Hence, this 
supervisor and her team of social workers had learnt to embrace reflective 




Because I think a lot of times, when we are stuck, it’s about 
us… we are—how to say—used to la, to being asked, even 
those stuff, “Is it about me?” [We are] quite open about that 
lah, you know, “Is it my own values coming in?” We are used 
[to], we are not totally new to this kind of questioning lah, to 
ourselves. So sometimes in [the external consultant’s] 
supervision, we have one worker that present [a case] and say, 
“Not sure if it’s my own family values that’s coming in to 
affect the way I see case”. So in that sense it’s like a cultural 
theory or an adverse effect of looking at oneself. So I think I 
embrace that, which also ties in, for myself, my own values and 
the way I look at things. So when I supervise them, sometimes 
they themselves say, sometimes I will ask them questions that 
help them to reflect on themselves. (FSC 13, female, 22 years 
of supervisory experience) 
 
Clients’ Factors: Nature of Help-Seeking Behaviour and Cases Involving 
Risk Factors  
 Apart from looking at supervisor- and supervisee-related factors, it is 
important to consider the client-related factors in the use of reflexive practice. 
One of the supervisors felt that the reflective work would be less relevant for 
clients from lower income families, since they might be approaching the 
agencies for more tangible help.    
 
And if you look at even work itself with low income family, 
some of this reflexive work may not exactly be fitting in very 
well too. So again, there is room to be directive to do coaching 
and guiding. (FSC 8, female supervisor, 8 years of supervisory 




 Another supervisor was more directive and instructive during the 
supervisory session for Case 10. The case presented by the supervisee 
involved a teenage client who was staying with her boyfriend’s family. The 
supervisor-supervisee pair discussed an impending session which involved the 
client, the client’s boyfriend’s parents and the client’s grandmother. In the 
excerpt below, the supervisor was directive during session, as he urged his 
supervisee to facilitate client’s grandmother to be in-charge in making a 
decision about the client’s accommodation in the long term.  
(i) Focus on client-supervisee and supervisee-supervisor contexts (Excerpt 41, 
Case 10) 
Supervisor: Yeah, I think the person who should be in charge 
should be J’s grandmother. So I feel that the person 
we should engage first, to call for a meeting is J’s 
grandmother. So you talk to J and do that. Basically 
the objective of the session is to create some kind 
of cognitive dissonance, you know, whether she 
should be staying at B’s place this kind of stuff. 
Then to tell grandmother say, “Look, what is your 
preferred outcome in this situation?” How do you 
think the parents will respond to this preferred 
outcome that you think is best? And if, I mean of 
course you want to push her towards saying that 
she wants J to move in to stay with her and all that 
stuff because if she were to move back to her 
parent’s place then we’ll need to say we’re not sure 
how whether the risks involved is okay. Then, and 
we say ‘O’ levels is important and she needs 
stability, emotional tension might affect results and 
all that… So get her to decide which is the best, get 
her to….  Call for a meeting and get her to say, 
“okay, I want J to move back.” 
Supervisee:  When you say get her to call for the meeting..? 
Supervisor: As in, our positioning should be facilitating for the 
meeting to happen, but it is grandma who calls for 
it. Because she wants J to move to her house. You 
get what I am trying to say? 
Supervisee:  Yup. 





As the supervisee narrated the tasks to be done for the case, it was 
apparent that there was a limit to the extent of determination given 
to the client. The supervisor was directive in providing input for 
the case, since there were risk implications for the client. The 
session concluded with the supervisor making suggestion to the 
supervisee in getting the client to write a letter to her mother, 
sharing her feelings/thoughts. The letter was intended to allow 
client’s mother to be more empathic towards the client’s situation 
and be more involved in client’s life.    
(Supervisor 11, male supervisor and female supervisee) 
  
 It appears that the PEACE supervision process could be influenced by 
factors related to the supervisor, supervisees, clients and organization practice. 
This is consistent with the ideas proposed by Tsui (2005), in which he sees 
supervision involving four parties, namely, client, supervisee, supervisor and 
the agency. The PEACE supervision process contributes to theory building by 
proposing that the process of supervision in casework supervision involves 
distinct phases, namely, place and priority, event recounting, appreciative 











 This chapter has outlined the casework supervisory process and 
identified the various phases, which form the acronym, PEACE:  
 
1. Place and priority  
2. Event recounting  
3. Appreciative analysis  
4. Collaborative planning  
5. Experimentation and evaluation   
 
In the Place & Priority phase, social work supervisors would assess the 
suitability of the location and either the supervisor or supervisee would 
identify the goals of the supervisory session. In Appreciative Analysis, the 
supervisors facilitated the supervisees to consider their challenges and/or 
difficulties by considering various contexts. The information gathered from 
supervisees about clients and/or the client-social worker interaction often 
provides a good platform for supervisors to play their educative and 
supportive functions. In the Collaborative Planning phase, the supervisor-
supervisee pair would consider the plans for intervention. The 
Experimentation & Evaluation phase might involve joint sessions and 
consideration of case closure and/or review plans.  Table 17 is a summary of 






Content and Supervisory Functions Across the Supervisory Process 
Phases Content 
Place & Priority 1) Identifying the place (physical location) of the supervisory session  
2) Identifying the priority for the supervisory session  
Event Recounting 1) Case description and involvement of different organisations 




1) Expanding supervisees’ understanding of self and its impact on 
clients’ work 
a) Addressing supervisee’s anxiety in working with clients 
b) Addressing supervisee’s frustration and impact of transference 
c) Examining one’s ‘thinking’ behind the ‘doing’ 
2) Expanding understanding of knowledge/ skills in casework process – 
engagement, assessment 
a) Furthering understanding of case management 
b) Furthering understanding of engagement 
i) Examine supervisee’s values about rapport building  
ii) Pacing with clients 
c) Furthering understanding of assessment 
i) Looking for themes/ linkage with theories 
ii) Highlight supervisee’s beliefs in impacting assessment 
iii) Highlight religion as a possible influence on client’s worldview 
3) Enhancing supervisees’ understanding of professional values and ethics 
a) Furthering understanding of ethical responsibility to client’s  
b) Furthering understanding of ethical responsibility to supervisees  
4) Supporting supervisees 
a) Encouragement/affirmation  




1) Enhancing knowledge/skills of supervisees in intervention work  
a) Examining ‘taboo’ topics  
b) Tapping on client’s faith and view of spirituality 
c) Appreciating and utilising clients’ strengths 
d) Generate solutions by asking more questions 
e) Linking between theories and practice 
2) Developing plans for resource mobilisation and service coordination 
a) System linkage and service coordination  
b) Involvement in organisation’s preventive/developmental programm  
c) Mobilising resources from informal support groups 
Experimentation 
& Evaluation  
1) Experimentation  
a) Joint session (home visits, client session) 
2) Evaluation 
a) Reflection on learning points – examining ‘what works?’ 
b) Evaluating the effectiveness of supervisory sessions/experience 






Chapter Seven  
Responses of Social Work Supervisors: The ‘Person’ of Supervisor & the ‘Process’ 
of management in supervisory relationship and organizational management 
 
 This chapter shifts the lens on the responses of social work supervisors 
in managing the various challenges posed by having dual-roles. It will present 
the ‘person’ in the social work supervisors by looking at their passion and 
sense of mission, utilisation of faith, spirituality, theories, values and ethics in 
managing the various challenges presented in Chapter five.  In addition, it will 
examine social work supervisors’ responses to the challenges, as manifested in 
the process3 of the managerial role of the social work supervisors in the 
supervisory relationship and organisational contexts. This chapter addresses 
the following research questions:  
1. What are the responses of social work supervisors with managerial and 
clinical roles in managing the dual-role challenges using the person-process-
in-context framework? 
1.1 What are the qualities, beliefs and ethics of social work supervisors 
as a ‘person’?  
1.2 What is involved in the ‘process’ of management, in the 
managerial role of social work supervisors within the supervisory 
relationship and organisational contexts?  
 The first section of this chapter addresses the qualities, beliefs and 
ethics of social work supervisor, and the second section looks at the ‘process’ 
of management, in terms of the processes to manage challenges that arose with 
having dual-role, supervisory relationship and organisation management.   
                                                 
3 As discussed in Chapter Two, the organisational perspective of ‘process’ considers the 
administrative function of social work supervisors in their managerial role. 
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Qualities, Beliefs and Ethics of Social Work Supervisors as a Person 
 Whilst the initial idea of this study had been to explore supervisors’ 
qualities, beliefs and ethics in response to the dual-role challenges they face, 
the interviews with the supervisors yielded more themes. These themes, which 
centre on the ‘person’ of the social work supervisors, are namely, (a) The 
heart: passion and sense of mission; (b) utilisation of faith and spirituality; (c) 
use of theories, values and ethics and (d) beliefs of supervision.   
The Heart: Passion and Sense of Mission 
 At the heart of supervision is the ‘person’, that part of the supervisors 
which represents their passion and sense of mission and which drives them to 
manage the various challenges they face in their dual-roles as clinical 
supervisor and manager. Three supervisors shared about how their passion and 
sense of mission for social work enabled them to cope with the dual-role 
challenges in their work. One of them shared that her passion for direct and 
indirect practices as a social worker and as a manager had kept her interested 
in the job. To her, social work had enriched her personally and professionally 
and she hoped to inspire her colleagues with her view that “my life will speak 
that I am interested in this work because it is meaningful and I still enjoy 
doing it.” 
 
I think your own personal conviction about your love for the 
job—it will make a difference… I think your personal 
conviction about your sense of conviction to the role you are 
placed in, like in [sic] enjoy practising social work at this 





 Another supervisor said she was driven by her sense of mission to help 
clients and this was influenced by her different work experiences. She valued 
her role as a manager and felt that it was a privilege to introduce structural 
changes to the organisation.  
 
[laughs] I think being a social worker at heart, it’s a sense of 
mission that you want to be here. I mean there is this privilege 
lah. Somehow I was doing policy work and somehow after 
having the privilege to learn the different lessons from different 
agencies, then that’s where you felt that there’s this urgency to 
do and introduce basic practices. (FSC 16, female, 1 year of 
supervisory experience) 
 
Utilisation of Faith and Spirituality as Driving Forces 
 Interestingly, the sense of mission was interpreted as faith-related for 
some supervisors, with almost a quarter of the supervisors citing their faith as 
a driving force that motivated them in their work in the face of challenges. 
They believed that in taking on the managerial and clinical roles, they were 
fulfilling “God-given purpose and gifting”, “mission” and the “great 
commission” to help those in need:   
 
It is a platform that God is the one who gives us this mission 
and it is not because we are the most brilliant and intelligent, 
that’s why you are here, and it is God chosen. (FSC 7, female, 
more than 15 years of supervisory experience) 
 
It does because actually to really think about why many of us 
have chosen to come to social work rather than a high paying 
job outside whatsoever is because of faith. It is because of what 
the religion told us to do. So there is some homogeneity with 
regards to the belief system that we have, the great commission 
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that we commit to do, not that we preach or whatsoever. But 
more the part on helping those who are less fortunate. (FSC 4, 
male, 9 years of supervisory experience) 
 
 This passion, sense of mission or faith and spirituality impacted the 
way social work supervisors view challenges.  Since it is a choice to be in the 
profession, due to personal conviction of the ethos of social work profession 
and of God’s calling, this serves as driving force and motivated these 
supervisors to press on, even in the face of challenges.   
Use of Social Work Theories, Values and Ethics  
 This section considers theories, values and ethics used by social work 
supervisors in guiding their work. Not surprisingly, management theories, 
ecological and systemic perspectives were highlighted in their managerial 
work.   
 Theories used in social work supervision.  The majority of social 
work supervisors relied on management theories to guide their work, such as 
considering different ways to motivate and sustain staff. For example, one of 
them sees supervision in her managerial capacity and seeks to ensure that 
hygiene factors are being met, to enhance staff satisfaction.  
 
Ultimately, if they are congruent and they feel comfortable to 
be part of the team, that is why I look at hygiene factor … I am 
looking even into minute things like I am going to replace my 
water pot, my water pot is five litres and it is taking one and a 
half hour to boil. So I think I want it to be replaced because I 
see that if staff are coming in and not getting a nice drink and 
we have to wait for two hours to boil, all this is going to affect 
their level of satisfaction… So I do think it has an implication 
as a supervisor is that I have to look into operation matters and 
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how the team works. (FSC 6, female, 8 years of supervisory 
experience)  
 
Four supervisors said they adopted an ecological perspective in 
managing their supervisees. This implies looking at the person-in-environment 
fit of their supervisees within the organisation and to consider how this could 
improve the well-being of clients:  
 
Oh definitely, unashamedly… I declare it openly at all 
platforms. Staff meeting, group, case conference, to always say, 
look here, you need to have a systemic view, and an eco-
systemic view of the whole situation … you see it is really 
person-in-environment fit: how the social workers are fitting 
into the agency, how I am fitting into them and how they are 
fitting into me, how I fit to the bosses and how the bosses fit 
into me. I mean it is all person-in-environment fit and how we 
collaborate. Because in social work we talk about pulling things 
together, you know in reducing fragmentation. So these are the 
theories. (FSC 12, male, 20 years of supervisory experience) 
 
Improving well-being, you know, and looking at how all the 
systems will come together to support the client. Ultimately I 
think that is the main thing. (FSC 10, male, 18 years of 
supervisory experience)  
 
 Although the majority of social work supervisors related that their 
work involved different administrative, supportive and educational functions, 
a supervisor deemed it necessary to examine the theories that informed social 
work supervision instead of adhering to the definition of the functions of 
supervision. This is especially important for administrative functions, in which 
the conscious use of theories and principles of social work will make a 
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difference in one’s management:  
 
Because as a social worker, if I am supposed to be intentional 
about my work, if this is a profession, then we should base even 
administrative supervision on some ideas and concepts. If we 
are not doing it, then what difference are we in terms of 
administrative role? How are we different from a HR 
department?... You know, if we say that that part is 
administrative, then what is it based on in terms of social work 
practice and thinking? So if it is not based on anything but it is 
based on HR problems, then how can he claim it to be social 
work supervision? (FSC 10, male, 18 years of supervisory 
experience)  
 
 This supervisor illustrated with an example, suggesting that it is 
inappropriate to equate management as a medical profession, especially if a 
medical doctor performs the managerial role. Similarly, one should not define 
the managerial role and administrative function as a given task of social work 
supervisors.  
 
Like a doctor, if he has to start managing other people, will you 
consider that as part of the medical profession? Or is it a 
managerial role that he is performing? You get what I mean? 
So because if we say that that is social work supervision, then 
there must be social work theories embedded in it. And also, as 
a social work supervisor, what theories of social work am I 
using that I classify, you know, as social work? But if I am only 
using management thing, then is it really social work 
supervision? … because if we do not, as a profession, we do 
not have clear ideas about what is included, is that really social 
work, then again, we delude ourselves. (FSC 10, male, 18 years 




 Hence, to him, it is critical for social work supervisors to articulate the 
theories and principles behind their managerial role, as doing so differentiates 
social work supervision from supervision in other professions.   
 
 Values and ethics in social work supervision.  On the other hand, a 
supervisor preferred to use social work values and workplace values such as 
respect and integrity in guiding her in managerial work, instead of social work 
theories in her managerial role:  
Maybe I will say social work values and not theories. I want to 
differentiate that because certain social work theories, whilst 
good for family and individual systems, they are not quite 
fitting in an organisation environment. So I don’t quite want to 
say these are the theories. But social work values of respect and 
collaboration, self-determination, listening and validating, 
appreciating different perspectives (YO 2, female, 13 years of 
supervisory experience) 
 
 When ethics was highlighted during the interviews with the social 
work supervisors, they tended to see ethics in relation to working with clients, 
rather than ethics of supervisory conduct. As a result of their ethical 
consideration for clients, a few of them said that they would be highly mindful 
of professional standards and conduct. More than half were unaware of 
supervisory ethics and were unsure if the Singapore Association of Social 
Workers (SASW) had any written guidelines on it:  
 
I also think that because social workers are so, so fully into 
ethics ah, maybe it is already in us. (YO 4, male, 5 years of 




I think the other part of me—I can be quite less forgiving is the 
standard of practice. We do need to hold ourselves 
[responsible], be it as a supervisee, a supervisor, a social 
worker. (FSC 17, female, more than 15 years of supervisory 
experience) 
 
One’s Beliefs: Supervisors’ Definition of Social Work Supervision  
 Almost all except two supervisors utilised their experience to define 
social work supervision. A salient theme uncovered from the interviews is the 
emphasis placed on clients’ welfare and/or well-being, and social work 
supervisees’ personal and professional development. Whilst professional 
development implies one’s competence in working with clients, personal 
development relates to an increase in awareness of self and the impact of this 
increased self-awareness on social work practice. Generally, supervisors see 
supervision as involving a senior social worker guiding a junior social worker 
to manage the latter’s challenges concerning work.  
 
One is about monitoring, that one cannot escape. The other one 
is also helping the supervisee to develop professionally. And 
maybe sometimes through their courses, sometimes also maybe 
personally lah, they could be affected by their case and to help 
them in that. (FSC 1, female, 5 years of supervisory 
experience)   
 
I mean, again it’s back to the clients lah, for me, you know. The 
main reason why we are in supervision is so that we are able to 
meet the client’s needs—okay, that we don’t veer far away 
from what they come for—and also the personal development 
of the social worker, not just in her profession, but as a person. 
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Ah, that’s how I see supervision. (FSC 8, female, 6 years of 
supervisory experience) 
 
 Contextualising social work supervision with the organisation’s 
vision, mission and values.  Almost one third of the supervisors raised the 
idea of contextualising social work supervision within the organisation. One of 
them said his ideas about supervision had evolved over time and now 
considered it important to develop professionals who were aligned with the 
organisation’s mission and vision:  
 
Yes, I think I see that as an evolution… but the purpose behind 
it [supervision] is to develop a worker who is in line with the 
organisation’s vision and mission, not only the professional 
vision and mission…  Personally, if I am to look at it, if they 
[supervisees] were to be left alone, they will be more aligned to 
their professional— you know—the code of ethics and all that. 
But again, yes they are… then I will say their loyalty is more to 
their profession rather than to the organisation. So that means I 
only build professionals, I don’t build professionals of an 
organisation. So the supervision has to also bear in mind what 
is our position. (FSC 10, male, 18 years of supervisory 
experience) 
 
 Interestingly, another supervisor, whilst acknowledging the need to 
contextualise supervision in an organisation, valued his social work 
professional identity more than his identity as an employee of the organisation. 
To him, it would be important for social workers to challenge their employing 
organisations if they operated in a manner that contradicted social work beliefs 
and principles. His professional identity orientated him to practise his social 
work values and principles, as he believed that, 
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But there was this very interesting remark which this person 
made; he says, “The difference between Hong Kong social 
workers and Singapore social workers: one big difference is 
that in Hong Kong, they see themselves first as social workers, 
then as an employee; Singapore, we see ourselves as an 
employee first before social worker.” But I choose to see 
myself as a social worker first before I see myself as an 
employee. And whatever this organisation is, which I shared 
with all my colleagues here and we all believe in, it is only a 
vehicle, an instrument for us to do what we believe in, what we 
are here to do what we believe in…  And if there are certain 
things in this organisation, things that goes against some 
values, social work beliefs, principles, I am prepared to raise it 
up and prepared to refine it. (FSC 4, male, 9 years of 
supervisory experience)  
 
 Apart from embracing the mission of the organisation and the 
profession, a supervisor further adopted the religious belief of his employing 
organisation in contextualising social work supervision within his 
organisation’s context. This was made possible as the clients of his 
organisation were mostly from the same religious background, albeit with 
varying degrees of religiosity. He said, “But we want to make sure that all 
three is (sic) aligned. And it is good to see… I mean for me, we are able to 
reconcile our professional beliefs with our organisation’s beliefs, as well as 
religious beliefs” (FSC 2, male, 19 years of supervisory experience). He saw it 
helpful to develop his supervisees such that they could find a good alignment 
with the beliefs of social work profession, their religion and the employing 
organisation:  
So our role is [having] more of the junior workers to get them 
to rediscover this alignment because some of them coming in 
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very fresh with their own set of beliefs, so they are also testing 
out whether this is an organisation they want to stay in, whether 
what they believed in is aligned. So many times, the 
professional aspect is not an issue unless they started out as a 
non-social worker. So the religious aspect is also not an issue 
because those who choose to come in would probably have a 
set of beliefs about wanting to serve the humanity, so it is more 
of aligning these two beliefs with our organisation’s belief. 
Because the organisation’s beliefs, it is aligned with our 
religious principles as well. (FSC 2, male, 19 years of 
supervisory experience) 
 
 It appears that the normative approach, as defined by Tsui (2005), is 
commonly used by supervisors to define social work supervision. The 
normative approach searches for the norm or standard and is defined mainly as 
administrative and educational functions by many scholars (Tsui, 2005). Some 
supervisors contextualise the definitions further to align them with the 
employing organisation’s vision, mission and values.  
It is interesting that one’s belief of supervision is not just influenced by 
the normative and pragmatic approach in defining supervision. In the local 
context, the organisation’s vision, mission and even religious perspective may 
beckon one’s alignment. According to Oyserman (2004, p.12), 'selves are 
created within contexts and take into account the values, norms and mores of 
the others likely to participate in the context’, hence, the professional ‘self’ of 
social work supervisors may be shaped by the organisational beliefs, thereby 
influencing their views of social work supervision. Furthermore, since the past 
influences how one views supervision, we will turn our attention to the next 
section to consider the influences of past working/supervision experiences on 
social work supervisors as a ‘person’. 
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 Linking the influence of one’s past working/supervision 
experiences on the Person.  Evidently, the supervisors’ past work experience 
influenced the way they viewed supervision. Almost one third of them 
mentioned that their beliefs surrounding supervision were influenced largely 
by their own experiences as professionals and their prior experiences with 
their supervisors.  One of them who was exposed to grief work with clients in 
her earlier years as a social worker learnt that she should be more purposeful 
in her work. As a manager, she was particularly interested to “value-add” and 
“build a sustainable structure.”  Another supervisor shared how her supervisor 
had influenced her ideas about being outcome-oriented:   
 
I think when I first came, [my supervisor then] was, I mean, he 
is quite different. So he will say, ‘你不要跟我讲什么 empathy 
(means you don’t tell me anything about empathy in 
Mandarin)… Because if the client has not been contacted by a 
social worker three times, or under the care of a social worker 
for, let’s say, two and a half years and you are still holding on 
to the case, 我就拿你试问 (means I will demand an 
explanation from you in Mandarin). So it is about numbers. 
And I was also influenced under him.  Figures tell. 你不用跟我
讲什么therapeutic, 我看你的report, 看你的stats 就全部show 
(means You don’t have to tell me anything about therapeutic, 
once I read your report, read your statistics, every aspect of 
your work will be revealed in Mandarin). (FSC 14, female, 13 
years of supervisory experience) 
 
 
 One of them highlighted that her personal experience as a supervisee 
influenced her greatly in the way she viewed supervision now. She reminisced 
the time when her supervisor “rescued” her from a difficult clinical session. 
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As a result, she began to embrace a more empowering paradigm and operate 
with the belief that supervisees know what is best for them:  
 
I’m very much organised by my own experience as a 
supervisee. In the past, as a new worker … there was once, or a 
few times lah, during my sessions, and my supervisor would be 
behind right, at a point where she assessed that I was struggling 
in the session, she would “beep” in, and she would come, and 
take over the session. And that made me feel really lousy lah, 
I’m like, “Wait lah, let me try!” … So that kind of organised 
the way I tell myself lah, that if I were to become a supervisor, 
I would not want to put my supervisee in a similar situation. 
(FSC 8, female, 6 years of supervisory experience)  
 
 
 In this section on the person of the social work supervisors, the 
uniqueness of ‘faith and spirituality’ as a driving force, as well as the sense of 
passion and mission for social work practice have been highlighted. Only a 
handful of supervisors considered supervisory ethics in practice. Whilst it is 
helpful for some supervisors to utilise theories in supervisory practice, the 
ability to articulate clearly the theories that supervisors use for social work 
management and/or supervisory practice seems needful. This is similar to the 
ideas proposed by Patti (2003), who opined that it is a professional imperative 
to develop theories and skills to help supervisees in providing the best service 
to clients.   
Processes in Managing Challenges of Dual-role, Supervisory Relationship 
and Organisational Management  
Having presented the ‘person’ of the social work supervisors, this 
section will consider the ‘process’ of management pertaining to the managerial 
219 
 
role of social work supervisors. Specifically, we will examine the process to 
handle (a) dual-role challenges; (b) challenges in the supervisory relationship; 
and (c) challenges in organisation management. The following table 
summarises the themes and sub-themes uncovered in the responses of social 
work supervisors to the challenges of dual-role, supervisory relationship and 
organisation management:  
 
Figure 15. Responses of Social Work Supervisors: The ‘Process’ to manage challenges.  
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impact on supervisory practice in the organisational context, and it is related to 
their responses to the dual-role challenges. This section highlights supervisors’ 
reasons for separating and merging clinical and managerial roles, as well as 
presents the various ways supervisors manage the dual-role challenges.   
Social work supervisors expressed different views and responses about 
having to take on dual-roles as supervisors. As shown in Table 18, about one 
third of them were in an arrangement in which the two roles are split—
meaning that they are either the clinical supervisor or the 
manager/administrator but not both—while the remaining two thirds of the 
supervisors performed both clinical and managerial roles. For those who split 
their roles, almost one quarter of them preferred to be more involved in the 
managerial/administrative role and have little or no involvement at all in 
clinical supervision.  
Table 18  
Proportion of Social Work Supervisors Who Split or Merge Dual-roles  
(N = 24) 
 
Split roles  Merge roles 
Clinical Managerial/administrative  Clinical and managerial 
2 (8%) 6 (25%)  16 (67%) 
 
Reasons for Separating the Dual-roles of Social Work Supervisors  
 The main reason for splitting the managerial and clinical roles is due to 
the mindfulness of the need for perceived safety of the supervisees in 
supervisory relationship, while preserving sufficient power imbalance in the 
relationship for supervisors to exercise their managerial roles when the 
situation calls for it. Three supervisors believed that the dual-roles of social 
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work supervisors impacted their supervisory relationships. As such, one of 
them deemed it more helpful to separate the two roles in order to minimise the 
impact this might have on their supervisees’ performance appraisal. In other 
words, these social work supervisors’ decision to split the professional (that is, 
clinical) and administrative roles was an attempt to minimise the impact of the 
lack of perceived safety in the supervisory relationship. 
 
We split it not because I am social work–trained and you are 
not. We split it more because that administrative function has 
an appraisal role, which, in a sense, can create a threat when we 
talk about supervision, you know. The safety and openness, I 
mean, that one we all know; whereas the other function, the 
clinical supervision, where I still do appraisal, but whatever I 
do is a small part of the appraisal, a very small part like may be 
five percent or even 10 percent. (FSC 12, male, 20 years of 
supervisory experience) 
 
 Similarly, a supervisor reasoned that the split in dual-roles would help 
maintain objectivity in appraisal. This stemmed from her own personal 
disempowering experience as a supervisee. The experience led to her opinion 
that it was difficult for social work supervisors to maintain objectivity in 
appraisal. In addition, she felt that it would be ideal for supervisees to be given 
a choice on who their supervisor was: 
 
Everyone of us go through different ‘seasons’—sometimes 
when we are working on cases, right, certain thoughts, 
subconscious thoughts, may actually be surfaced but all these 
things, right, it could be very much related to very personal 
issues. I felt that if, let’s say, this supervisor takes the role of 
both clinical and general, no matter how objective they are, I 
felt that when it comes to appraisal, it will still be not so 
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objective.  So because in the past, when I had two-in-one 
[supervisor], there are some things which I don’t really want to 
share with them because I know this person is also the one who 
appraises me. It probably disempower me as a person to want 
to share with them. (YO 3, Female, 5 years of supervisory 
experience)  
 
 In her opinion, having different supervisors to perform clinical and 
administrative roles provide the space for supervisees to be more truthful with 
sharing their difficulties concerning work. To her, being truthful in the 
supervisory relationship matters, if one wants to benefit from supervision to 
develop professionally: 
 
And clinical supervisors, what happen is that they don’t really 
appraise, they probably just appraise your clinical skills. So 
then they can actually talk to you, not to counsel you but they 
can actually process through with you and then focus back on 
the clinical aspect… To be very truthful I felt this way. And I 
felt that in social service sector, if you cannot be truthful, at 
least when it comes to your own supervision actually you 
cannot be very effective because there will be too many inner 
struggles and you cannot be an effective helper to people so 
that is what I meant. (YO 3, Female, 5 years of supervisory 
experience) 
 
 The split in roles had enabled more time saving and helped her to be 
“more efficient in the long run.” This was based on her experience of having 
had dual-roles as a supervisor in the past, during which she felt the boundaries 
between a clinical and general supervisor were blurred:  
 
Because I have taken two roles for some cases like single staff 
role the general and clinical [supervisor]. For the supervisor 
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right, it is actually very, very hectic because there is no line 
draw upon; the staff will come to you for anything and 
everything and, as a result, you are constantly attending to this 
person, which if you ask me, I am not sure how healthy it is. 
But with the segregation of roles after that it becomes very 
clear, we set certain boundaries: “Clinical? Okay, come let’s 
talk about it.” So what happened when we segregate the roles, 
right, it becomes very clear for the supervisor as well, like I 
know, for this staff, it is the clinical aspect. So actually your 
whole mindset is tuned. I felt, actually I felt, I function better. 
(YO 3, Female, 5 years of supervisory experience)  
 
Reasons for Merging the Dual-roles of Social Work Supervisors   
 Almost two thirds of the supervisors were in an arrangement where the 
dual-roles of clinical supervisor and manager were merged, and they 
experienced different degrees of difficulties in adopting dual-roles. The 
reasons given for merging the dual-roles were related to (a) organisational 
size; (b) the need to ensure accountability; (c) generic training of social 
workers in managing different roles; (d) perceived safety of supervisees and 
(e) the need to socialise social workers into the profession.   
 Organisation-related: Size of the organisation.  In a small 
organisation, the manpower constraints made it difficult to employ two 
different persons to supervise staff for administrative and clinical work. Two 
supervisors from single-centre agencies shared about their limitations of 
resources: 
I guess the reality is that [name of] FSC is a stand-alone 
organisation on its own. So to clearly designate, I think, for a 
small organisation with limited manpower, it may not even be 
possible. Yeah, so I wouldn’t even go into whether it is the 
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ideal scenario. So one, it may not even be possible, and 
sometimes we do then play both the role of managerial 
supervision as well as appraisal. (FSC 17, female, more than 15 
years of supervisory experience) 
 
Okay one is practical reason, we don’t have so many seniors 
that we can do these two right? Yes, you see the thing is there 
is limitation unless a huge supply of social work supervisors. 
But even now if I try, I am not sure separating it will be a good 
choice. (FSC 14, female, 13 years of supervisory experience) 
 
 Supervisor-related: Need to emphasise accountability of work 
towards clients.  Apart from organisational size, a supervisor reflected on her 
change in opinion over the years concerning dual-role of social work 
supervisors. In her journey as a social work supervisor, she has observed the 
tendency of social work supervisors in being too emphatic towards their 
supervisees. Over time, she realised that accountability to clients was 
important. This has helped with the thinking that doing both clinical and 
managerial supervision is possible and useful, since these two are 
complementary in enhancing supervisees’ work with clients.  
 
Okay, then the other thing was, why was it that when we talk 
about admin stuff, why is it not part of the clinical supervision 
as well? So that is one thing that I also asked. Like over the 
past few years, right, now I also observed how the supervisor 
do supervision, even myself, we tend to be very empathetic 
towards our staffs about how they handle. 倒回来想想看 [On 
hindsight in Mandarin], when I reflect and come to think of it 
eventually, actually it is not right. Because my accountability is 
also my client, actually I need to drill my workers as well… 
Okay, so I think this year, I don’t really struggle with [the 
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question], “So am I an administrator?” So I kind of see it as 
one. So even when I talked about administrative stuff, it is in 
the context of helping the staff to be a better social worker to 
the client. (FSC 14, female, 13 years of supervisory experience) 
 
 Over time, this supervisor discovered the benefits of doing both 
administrative and clinical supervision, partly due to her preference for 
diversity in her work and realisation that, with the right approach, it was 
reasonable to demand supervisees to meet outcomes and expectations.  
 
But I think number one, as a personality, I don’t think I can just 
do that, 我会闷死 [means I would be bored to death in 
Mandarin] ... Then after a while, okay, may be again this year. 
So when I try a way to balance and I realised that when we 
started this, actually it isn’t that bad. I mean 我也不是凶到, 
“Eh, 为什么你没有?” (means I am not fierce to that extent that 
I would ask, “Hey, where are your figures?” in Mandarin). I 
think it is the way how you do it. (FSC 14, female, 13 years of 
supervisory experience) 
 
 Supervisor-related: Knowing the ground sentiments and making 
changes.  A supervisor valued her dual-roles, as the managerial role enabled 
her to set directives and make decisions to empower social workers in their 
work:  
I definitely see the advantage of me being the head of agency to 
set the direction because that is empowering. Because 
especially I am social work-trained, so I know what it means 
for the ground people, do and do not do cases anymore and 
that—knowing the ground challenges—it helps me. (FSC 3, 
female, 17 years of supervisory experience) 
 
 Similarly, a supervisor felt she could look at the output of her 
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supervisees to consider the discrepancy between efforts and outcomes. In 
addition, the dual-roles have provided the opportunity for this supervisor to 
solve problems and explore ways to improve service delivery together with 
her supervisees, while taking into consideration her supervisees’ workload: 
 
But again you see, if the numbers, if you tell me that you clock 
eight sessions for this client, then why is your client not 
attending the group work? Because the number will tell me that 
you actually have a pretty close relationship. So again, of 
course, is to soften. Then you share with me, I will help you. 是
不是问题出在 (means Does the problem lie with the way… in 
Mandarin) we run the programme? Or you have too much 
workload? Then I will have to reduce your load. (FSC 14, 
female, 13 years of supervisory experience) 
 
 Generic training of social workers to play different roles.  Two 
supervisors felt that the generic training of social work training had enabled 
social workers, as direct workers, to take on multiple roles and thus made it 
easier for them to manage dual-roles as supervisors and as 
managers/administrators. This has enhanced one’s ability to adopt different 
roles and maintain flexibility in their approach: 
 
I guess the general perspective of social workers allow workers 
to be everything, which means that they are not very 
specialised in one thing, that they can do dual-role, triple role 
or any roles. But that could be why… yah, we are trained to be 






 The need to socialise social workers into understanding social 
work.  Comparing it with supervisees with counselling background, a 
supervisor reasoned that he needed to socialise social workers and make them 
understand social work’s mission and practice. Hence, it was important to 
have the same supervisor in supervision:  
 
I guess the need for socialisation in social work is higher. That 
means it’s important. I’m just trying to word it as I think: 
socialisation and control lah. That means we want our 
supervisees to really, really understand what social work is 
about. Hence, we collapse the administrative role and the 
clinical functions. But I think that the counselling track is 
different because they don’t have the same ethos or mission 
lah. (FSC 11, male, 6 years of supervisory experience) 
 
 Supervisees’ perceived safety and acceptance of dual-roles.  
Supervisees’ openness, or a lack thereof, influence their perceived safety. One 
of the supervisors shared that, despite her discomfort with dual-roles, she had 
discovered that supervisees who were open-minded found it easier to adjust to 
the different roles their supervisors had:  
 
But I did come across, certain periods of time, the workers, 
they themselves are very safe, and they feel very comfortable to 
be open minded, to share with me even their vulnerable parts, 
that will make it very possible to have one person to even play 
double, triple roles. Yes. So I feel it’s a mutual thing as well. 
When the other party is not very open, they tend to look at 
everything from the lens of “I’m being assessed”. That will 
make it very difficult… And even though I may have assured 
the person… but I think different people have different comfort 
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levels, safety levels, that kind of thing. (FSC 9, female, 7 years 
of supervisory experience) 
 
 Furthermore, supervisees’ training background might influence their 
openness towards having supervisors with dual-roles. Supervisees with social 
work training tended to be more open to the idea of their supervisors playing 
dual-roles, as compared with supervisees from other disciplines:  
 
Especially those from counselling trained, I think they are very 
cautious, especially the way they look at supervision, they 
already feel, “This cannot be mixed.” Yeah, so they cannot 
really open themselves up to receive that, “Okay, this 
supervisor can have dual-role.” Whereas if social work trained, 
not so bad. (FSC 6, female, 8 years of supervisory experience) 
 
 The reason for separating the dual-roles was mainly due to the 
imbalance of power in the supervisory relationship. On the other hand, the 
reasons for merging the dual-roles are varied, and these are related to 
organisational manpower constraints, supervisor-related factors in ensuring 
accountability and socialising social workers into the profession, as well as 
supervisees’ perceived safety.  
Processes to Manage Dual-roles Challenges  
 As discussed in the earlier chapter, the challenges with dual-roles are 
related to the transition into new headship role and juggling with different 
dual-role demands. Despite the difficulties that may arise with dual-roles, 
social work supervisors managed them by (a) using different supervisory 
structure and specialist roles; (b) maintaining role differentiation and clarity in 
different contexts and (c) managing the power invested in the appraisal role. 
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The following figure highlights the dual-role challenges faced by supervisors 
discussed in Chapter Five and documents the way supervisors manage these 
challenges.  
 
Figure 16 . Challenges with juggling dual-roles and social work supervisors’ 
responses towards challenges. 
 
 Using different supervisory structure and specialist roles.  Social 
work supervisors adopted different supervisory structure to ensure 
accountability to funders and/or to the employing organisation in clients’ 
outcomes and supervisees’ professional development. They managed the dual-
roles differently, with varying degrees of emphasis in the managerial and 
clinical roles, and this was largely dependent on the length of time they had 
been employed by the organisation, their preferences, as well as supervisees’ 
and/or the employing organisation’s needs.  
 Among the respondents who participated in this study, there is a 
typically, heavy reliance on the senior or principal social workers in fulfilling 
the education and supportive functions of the social work supervisors. Almost 
Challenges with juggling dual role as manager and clinical 
supervisor 
 
Responses of supervisors towards dual role challenges 
(a) Using different supervisory structure and specialist role 
- Engagement of external personnel 
- Supervision for supervisors 
- Maintaining role differentiation and clarity in different contexts 
- Role contextualisation: setting physical and time boundary 
 
• (b) Managing power in the appraisal role 
- Develop a culture of learning and support 
- Constant feedback and clear communication about performance 
- Informed knowledge about dual role of supervisors 
230 
 
one-quarter of the supervisors had social work-trained clinical specialists to 
conduct clinical supervision. All the agencies have regular case work and/or 
group work conferences, and ‘live’ clinical sessions to support social workers 
in their direct practice.  
 
Supervisee must have more than just that one-to-one kind of 
supervision. So, exposing the supervisee with other aspects of 
supervision will be good, like what we have done. We have 
somebody who is in charge of supervision; every work day we 
have somebody who is in-charge of the supervisees. But the 
supervisee is also able to get supervision from another visiting 
person for clinical work. So it is an add-on: they get to 
experience the different levels of supervision, whereas the 
immediate supervisor who will be looking at, perhaps, the 
administrative aspect of casework and giving advice about, 
perhaps, experiential wisdom. Then the clinical aspect of it is 
developing the skills. It is different. And then, the management 
help. So experiencing supervision beyond the one-to-one 
relationship, I think, it is something that will be very helpful. 
(FSC 2, male, 19 years of supervisory experience)   
 
 Engagement of external personnel.  A common feature is the 
engagement of external personnel to look into the educational function of 
social work supervisees. Almost three quarters of the supervisors were 
engaging external consultants or Master Social Workers, who are experienced 
social workers to equip their social workers in case management and clinical 
work with clients:  
 
Okay, what we try to do is, on the educational side, we add 
additional layer of supervision. We engage an external 
supervisor to come in, to do monthly supervision with them, 
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which is more on the group basis. Alright, the other things that 
we will be doing, that we are doing right now is, we have the 
senior social workers, they are also supervising the junior staff, 
you know? So when, you know, it’s a little bit like they have 
greater proximity in terms of the peer relationship and that 
support function will be stronger. (FSC 15, female, 20 years of 
supervisory experience) 
 
I think it’s also the perception, because staff will perceive that 
it is an external supervisor, purely on the educational purpose, 
so they will feel more comfortable to share their own 
difficulties; whereas they will perceive me mostly as me—not 
so much the senior, because the seniors are not so involved in 
the appraisal system as much—so they will perceive me as like, 
“Okay, cannot tell so much because I will be assessed.” So this 
tension is stronger lah. (FSC 5, female, more than 20 years of 
supervisory experience) 
 
 Whilst the external consultants are good with clinical and micro 
counselling skills, a few supervisors noted the limitations and inadequacies of 
some external consultants, especially with using social work framework to 
conceptualise casework assessment/intervention. As such, these external 
consultants were seen as complementing their existing supervisory structure 
by developing the micro counselling skills of their supervisees. In addition, 
two supervisors shared that the regular casework conference or supervisory 
sessions aimed to help supervisees strengthen their case management, 
especially in terms of assessment and intervention.  
 
So really looking at needs, which I think some supervisors who 
are very much in terms of counselling-trained or family 
therapy-trained focus a lot on all these micro processes, micro 
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skills which, again, they may fail to look at really the wider 
picture, wider spectrum of how do you conceptualise a case? 
(FSC 4, male, 9 years of supervisory experience)  
 
That is the reason besides having [name of external consultant] 
to come in as clinical consultants for supervision, we also have 
our internal [supervisors] to look at case management, an 
important component that is not addressed in clinical 
supervision. So we are looking at different types of cases. So 
when we have the [name of agency that provides clinical 
consultancy] person, it is to present the counselling cases but 
we meet together for our case consultation and we present case 
management cases, to look at families with multiple problems. 
(FSC 5, female, more than 20 years of supervisory experience)  
 
 Supervision for supervisors.  Four supervisors from different agencies 
had peer supervision groups, in addition to their existing supervisory structure, 
to support supervisors. These sessions were conducted by peers or more senior 
personnel and involved discussion or review of the audio and/or visual 
recording made of the supervisory sessions. The purpose of supervision for 
supervisors was to help them consider different ways of working with 
supervisees. A supervisor further utilised such platforms to align supervisors 
to the organisational mission and social work values:  
 
For supervisors’ level, we have supervisor’s meeting, or 
supervisor’s conference, which is actually peer supervision, for 
all the seniors. That one is also about once in two months. So 
for that one, our director for counselling, which is [name of 
director for counselling], will facilitate, but basically that one is 
the session whereby we all present tapes lah, we all actually 
peer learning lah. Present tapes. (FSC 12, male, 20 years of 




As a supervisor, I should be presenting to others my 
supervision. So we have gone into ‘supervision of supervision.’ 
Okay, the level two, the supervision of their supervision: 
basically similar processes, how to engage your supervisee in 
working in cases, how to help your supervisee to move 
forward, in a sense. (FSC 10, male, 18 years of supervisory 
experience)  
 
Based on the findings, it seems that having different supervision 
structure and dedicated personnel to look at developing the competence of 
supervisees helped supervisors to manage challenges with their dual-roles. The 
use of supervision for supervisors serves as a good resource to support 
supervisors themselves.  
 
 Maintaining role differentiation and clarity in different contexts.  
In addition to having different supervision structure and dedicated personnel, 
social work supervisors attempted to maintain role differentiation and clarity 
in different contexts. Half of the social work supervisors said that they would 
articulate their roles to supervisees and suggest contextual cues, such as 
physical context or setting, to maintain role differentiation.  
 Clarity of role priority.  Two supervisors consciously resisted the 
impact of the administrative aspect on them when they were conducting 
clinical supervision, so that they could focus the supervisory discussion on the 
best interests of clients and on the competence of their supervisees.  
 
Actually that part [that is, administrative demands] is quite far 
from my mind, because my nature is I quite bo chap (colloquial 
language for not to be bothered) about this… So when I 
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function as a supervisor, I would normally function more based 
on what’s the best interest of the client. Questions like, “How’s 
your clinical skills?” “How’s your application?” And then, 
“You as a worker, how are you doing?” and “Are you doing 
okay?”—that would be primary. Of course, you’re right: at the 
top of my mind, as an administrator, I will think, “This case, 
can close or not?” “This comes up towards the end; this case 
can close or not close?” “What about this case, maybe close 
and reopen?” But it’s linked to the intervention, you see, not so 
much linked to the KPIs. (FSC 12, male, 20 years of 
supervisory experience) 
 
For me in the context of supervision, I don’t get organised by it 
because the context is about helping the social worker to do the 
best that she can for the clients. But in the context where the 
funders send the letter and inform us that we are falling short of 
the standard, then I will be organised by what is happening and 
what we have not been doing, or what we should be doing more 
of to help us meet certain expectation and benchmarks. So I 
guess it depends on contexts. (YO 2, Female, 13 years of 
supervisory experience) 
 
 In addition, being clear about one’s role helped supervisors to be more 
conscious of their priorities during clinical supervision. One of them likened it 
to wearing different “caps” or “hats” as a centre head or a clinical supervisor. 
She shared that she would take on a more “instructive” role as a centre head 
with regard to standards, and a more “nurturing” role in demonstrating her 
empathy towards her supervisees’ struggles. She would also inform 
supervisees about the context of discussion to help supervisees differentiate 




Usually it’s when I’m wearing my centre-head-role cap then I 
would have to do more of those staff management things. But 
when it comes to clinical supervision, I’m somehow very aware 
of the fact that I need to take off that hat. I will verbalise it to 
them, “like now, when I‘m talking to you I’m wearing my 
centre-head cap, then I will whatever, you know? (FSC 8, 
female, 6 years of supervisory experience)  
 
 Furthermore, this supervisor, being clear about her role, also chose to 
communicate her dilemma in different roles to her supervisees to allow them 
to consider both the clinical and managerial implications, and to generate 
creative ways to manage the dilemmas that arise in the course of working with 
clients. This facilitates the supervisor-supervisee pair to forge better mutual 
understanding, since both are mindful of the demands from different 
perspectives.   
Sometimes I will say, “Can we discuss in terms of managerial 
position what will be the best thing to do?” And then, “If we do 
this, what is the effect on the therapeutic relationship?” … And 
then how is it going to affect [the client-worker relationship]? 
What are the safer ways that we can do to protect the worker, 
the client and the agency? … Is there another option that we 




 Role contextualisation: setting physical and time boundary.  It 
appears that setting time and physical boundary facilitated the differentiation 
of roles.  Three supervisors said that changing the physical setting of the 
supervisory session cause them to adopt a different mindset. This was 
illustrated in Chapter Seven, where the supervisors’ consideration of the 
context of place formed the first phase in the supervisory process. A 
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supervisor suggested that physically situating himself in his office made him 
think more strategically and more attuned to his managerial role rather than 
the clinical supervisory role. As such, he was more inclined to do clinical 
supervision in a different room. Another supervisor preferred to demarcate 
time spent for administrative and clinical supervision: 
Emotionally, when I feel I’m in a rush, I cannot do it, in this 
context. So there are times when I use more reflexive questions, 
and these will be times where I am not in this room and I have 
to be in another room. Yea, so if I’m here (in office), I’ll be 
talking, I’ll be problem-solving as my mindset is very strategic.  
(FSC 11, male, 6 years of supervisory experience) 
 
But, because when we set aside time for clinical supervisions, 
we will say, ‘okay, this is time for clinical supervision’. But if 
other issues come up, I will say, ‘okay, we will take this out of 
line from today’s hour of supervision.’ (FSC 8, female, 6 years 
of supervisory experience) 
 
 Managing power in the appraisal role.  Other than maintaining role 
differentiation and clarity in different contexts, supervisors have to manage 
power in the supervisory relationship. Generally, the power invested in 
supervisors in their appraisal role impacts supervisees. Some supervisees may 
be concerned with the way they are being viewed as it affects their promotion 
and career advancement. The supervisors adopted different ways to manage 
power in the supervisory relationship, and these include (a) developing a 
trusting relationship; (b) developing a learning and supportive organisational 
culture; (c) constantly soliciting feedback about supervisory sessions and (d) 
allowing supervisees to make informed decisions with the knowledge of their 
supervisors’ dual-roles.  
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Developing a trusting relationship. All the supervisors believed that 
trust was important in the supervisory relationship. According to them, to 
develop trust in the supervisory relationship, supervisors had to maintain 
fairness and be skilful in drawing appropriate role boundaries. In addition, 
since supervision involved a relationship, the development of trust in the 
supervisory relationship depended on the supervisees’ perception of safety:  
 
I see it, as in all relationships, you need to build trust. So the 
supervisory relationship also is no different: you need to build 
trust, trust by your supervisee that you will handle them 
fairly… Along with that, they need to trust that I will not take 
some of their faults against them, when it comes to, like, 
performance appraisal and so on. (FSC 12, male, 20 years of 
supervisory experience)  
 
 A supervisor further shared that it would mean privileging trust and 
rapport with supervisees over the need for control in the administrative role: 
 
Yeah, I think—fortunate or unfortunately lah—of the two, I am 
more lax with the administrative thing. So I privilege the trust 
and the rapport more over the administrative aspects lah… But 
because it is a conscious decision [to say], “Okay, this one I 
don’t want to be too anal. I don’t want to make people feel like 
I’m breathing down their neck all the time,” you know? 
Because it’s important; I don’t want them to not share cases, 
especially those that are high risk. I don’t want them to feel 
unsafe. (FSC 11, male, 9 years of supervisory experience) 
 
 Develop a culture of learning and support, and regard appraisal as 
an opportunity for professional development.  Apart from developing a 
trusting relationship, two supervisors believed that it was easier to manage the 
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concerns about the supervisors’ authority when supervision was seen as an 
opportunity for learning and for helping clients. A supervisor would take the 
opportunity to discuss training plans intended to develop the competence of 
her supervisees:   
 
Yeah, it is the culture of learning here, the culture of learning 
from one another. Ultimately we are seeing how to serve our 
clients better and everyone has the goal here to see how to best 
serve our clients. With that in mind, it is not an issue. (FSC 5, 
female, more than 20 years of supervisory experience) 
 
I develop this over time as I do appraisal with my staff because 
we know that somewhat with a managerial role, you have to 
appraise your staff and you have to appraise their performance, 
which is linked to bonuses and promotion and everything else. 
And then every time, I know that, much as I have to evaluate 
them, which is quite scary, they would also want to hear what is 
install for them. (FSC 3, female, 17 years of supervisory 
experience) 
 
 Similarly, another supervisor emphasised the importance of learning 
from mistakes rather than showcasing one’s good job performance. In 
addition, she role-modelled this belief by showing her supervisees a recording 
of her ‘worst’ performance in a clinical session to illustrate that it was fine to 
present one’s vulnerabilities and to learn from such experiences.   
 
So I always tell my supervisors, even supervisors ourselves we 
will also show tapes, okay? When we do that, we will show our 
worse tape. So not sure whether that is also a way of telling 
them it is okay. Of course that would be tied to their appraisal, 
right. So we will tell them of course numbers count, so we look 
at the number of cases that you made contact. Everyone has to 
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produce a tape and the tape is a worse tape and as you use your 
worse tape and you are able to tell us what you want to do 
differently. The more you can tell, you will score point. So we 
do it the other way round. (FSC 14, female, 13 years of 
supervisory experience)   
  
This was echoed by another supervisor who said that his organisation 
highlighted learning and the development of supervisees’ skills, while 
appraisal was less emphasised. 
 
 
So that’s the understanding. If you want to gain skills, then this 
is a good way that you can be very honest. The thing is in our 
organisation we don’t really emphasise on appraisal. Yea, so it 




The positioning of supervision as a time for learning, rather than 
evaluation might influence supervisees to approach supervision differently. 
This emphasis on what supervisees might gain, in terms of 
personal/professional growth and/ or better services for clients tends to lessen 
the power differentiation.    
 
 Constant feedback and clear communication about performance.  
Three supervisors believed that constant feedback and clear communication of 
expectations were helpful to supervisees. To minimise the impact of power in 
appraisal, a supervisor assured her supervisees that the appraisal session was a 




I always tell my staff that this appraisal is not it, just it, “The 
whole year we have been having our discussions and sessions 
and all. The feedback that you’re going to hear today is not 
new.” So I always make it very conscious that I don’t spring 
surprises to the person during appraisal time, so usually the 
appraisal time is really very admin lah [laughs]. “Go through 
your goals, did you meet your goals?” So it’s like, I would say 
that I have appraisals with them all year round. (FSC 8, female, 
6 years of supervisory experience) 
 
I think if you spell out the KRA, which is the key responsibility 
areas, the [key performance indicators] are clear; that will be 
the areas which they will be appraised. Then I think it is very 
clear whether you have done it well or not, and whether there is 
any area of improvement. So that is why I believe each time 
when a role is tasked, the communication has to be very clear, 
in terms of the scope of work that you want. And of course if 
the staff can deliver beyond, then they deserve a better rating. 
(FSC 6, female, 8 years of supervisory experience)  
 
 Informed knowledge about dual-role of supervisors.  One supervisor 
opined that supervisees’ awareness of their supervisors’ appraisal role allowed 
them to make informed decisions about the nature of the information they 
revealed. Such transparency and clarity of supervisors’ various roles, coupled 
with peer support, was deemed needful: 
 
Because when they share something, it is an informed decision 
because they know that I am doing the appraisal. Since they are 
adults, the assumption is that it is an informed decision that 
they make. So what is important is that it is a transparent 
process that they know I provide the supervision and they have 
to give accountability to the work that they do. At the same 
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time, I appraise them and can affect their promotional 
opportunities in the organisation. It is known and it is 
transparent, then I think within that context they have to make 
an informed decision about what to say and what not to say. 
(FSC 5, Female, More than 20 years of supervisory experience) 
 
 The responses to the question about splitting or merging the dual-roles 
of social work supervisors were varied. Some social work supervisors split 
their administrative and clinical roles due to perceived role conflict and the 
opportunity of social work staff pursuing specialised tracks in the 
organisation. Hence, in some organisations, role differentiation between the 
administrative and clinical roles exists.  On the other hand, having dual-roles 
was deemed advantageous by other social work supervisors. This allowed 
them to be connected with issues faced by social work supervisees in both 
their professional practice and administrative responsibility. As such, they 
perceived that the managerial role had facilitated the evolvement of more 
helpful work processes and of an environment that was professionally driven. 
However, others in single-centre agencies might not have the choice to split or 
merge the dual-roles because of organisational resource constraints.   
 Therefore, the depth and breadth of the differentiation of dual-roles 
were dependent on supervisors’ preference, supervisees’ perceived safety and 
availability of organisational resources. Whilst the split in roles could provide 
greater perceived safety in supervisory relationships, supervisors who could 
build a trusting relationship and maintain clarity in expectations were able to 
manage the imbalance of power due to their managerial role. Whilst the debate 
about the merits of splitting or merging dual-roles continues, the issues of 
power and authority in supervisory relationship cannot be ignored. Being 
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mindful of the power invested in the supervisory role appears to lead to greater 
sensitivity among the supervisors interviewed for this study toward 
supervisees’ position, as the supervisors often considered how to calibrate a 
better ‘fit’ in view of factors that were related to themselves, the supervisees, 
and organisational resources. 
Processes of Managing Challenges in the Supervisory Relationship  
 As discussed in the previous chapter, the supervisory relationship 
posed a challenge for supervisors in managing the professional and personal 
boundaries in the supervisory relationship. The processes utilised by 
supervisors to manage challenges involve in the supervisory relationship 
include (a) making oneself available and approachable, (b) maintaining 
personal and professional boundaries, and (c) referring supervisees for 
personal therapy when the need arises. The following figure shows the types 
of challenges faced in supervisory relationship and social work supervisors’ 
responses towards challenges.  
 
Figure 17. Supervisory relationship challenges and social work supervisors’ 
responses towards challenges. 
1. Difficulties with maintaining personal and professional boundary 
• Processes with managing personal issues and the impact on work          
Making oneself available and approachable 
 
• Maintaining personal and professional boundary                                             
 - Utilising understanding as a friend and being fair as a boss 
 - Not friends but a friendly working relationship 
 
2. Personal issues and the impact on work 
• Processes with managing personal issues and the impact on work 
Referring supervisees for personal therapy when the need arises 
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Making Oneself Available and Approachable 
 Three supervisors adopted a hands-on approach in their supervisory 
relationships. They were often involved with their supervisees in difficult 
situations and in crisis management.  
I’ve always been somebody that is approachable lah, you 
know? And I go down to their level with them lah. I go for 
home visits with them. I play together with them. I xiao 
[colloquial language meaning to act silly] with them, talk 
nonsense. I mean, certain things that they talk about is different 
lah, because they’re in their twenties; twitter don’t know like 
what—aiyah, that one beyond me lah—but we will joke 
together. I, I try to be, somebody that still stay connected, not 
so high up lah. That is what I’ve been doing. And they know 
I’m a very hands-on person, moving tables and chairs, I will 
help it; moving food rations, you see me there. I don’t leave 
them alone. (FSC 13, female, 22 years of supervisory 
experience) 
 
As a supervisor, making sure that you are available, you make 
yourself available across the board to this, even though, I mean, 
we are humans too, sometimes I may get along better with a 
certain worker because maybe we just have a lot of common 
interests and maybe the way we are—the way we do work is—
similar. (YO 9, female, 8 years of supervisory experience)  
 
 For one supervisor, this preference to be approachable was influenced 
by her previous supervisory experience, where she had to be more thoughtful 
about her words and deeds. She related the experiences where she “must think 
very long and must practise what you say” before proceeding to the boss’ 
room. That supervisory experience was unpleasant and she would not want her 





But long, long time ago when I first became a supervisor, I had 
a supervision of my supervision, and my supervisor at that time 
actually told me that I was not serious enough… but I don’t 
want to be like a log like that [laughs]. I don’t know about you, 
but for me, I believe in having a casual relationship—I hope 
you know what I’m saying lah—a really casual relationship 
with my supervisees, so that he or she are more open about 
sharing more things… I don’t like it lah, when supervision are 
just about cases: they tell me about their cases, I tell them what 
to do about the cases, then they go off. (FSC 8, female, 6 years 
of supervisory experience) 
 
Maintaining Personal and Professional Boundaries  
 Except for one fifth of the respondents, almost all maintained that they 
could be a friend and boss to their supervisees simultaneously. However, 
supervisors managed the relationship boundary with varying degree of 
comfort as friends to their supervisees.   
 Utilising understanding as a friend and being fair as a boss.  In 
general, the supervisors who felt that they were able to be both a friend and 
boss to their supervisees said that clarification of their different roles helped. 
One supervisor from a single-centre agency said that there was a possibility 
that she would even have to report to a junior social worker, given the way 
programmes were organised in the centre; yet, she could maintain friendship 
with her supervisees while performing her dual-roles simultaneously when she 




Yeah, so it could still be the same room, but I clarified the 
context and the role. And it helps lah. Yeah, but I will also have 
to bring in the other perspective, “Even though I understand 
you from a friend’s perspective, but as a centre director, this is 
actually what is required.” It is also helpful because it allows 
her to see that it is not personal.  It is because of the job 
requirement, and it allows her to see a different perspective 
also. Yeah, and a better understanding also lah. (YO 4, male, 5 
years of supervisory experience) 
 
Yeah, so we may be in a context where we are friendly, or 
friends. Yeah, I mean we travel together as you can tell. And 
we could be more senior than you, but we could report under 
you. For certain programmes, and in other instances, you may 
report under me, so there is crossing…  Whether I go travelling 
with you or I have lunch with you is another thing altogether.  
So they have to be able to separate that. So in that sense, yes, it 
can be tricky because it requires a certain level of maturity of 
each other to do that. I think we have a culture where this is 
something that is already part and parcel of the agency. I think 
we have been with each other for long enough time to, for that 
not to be an issue. (FSC 17, female, more than 20 years of 
supervisory experience) 
 
In addition to the supervisors’ efforts to strike a good balance between 
being a co-worker and a supervisor to their supervisees, the supervisees’ 
maturity, length of the supervisory relationship and organisational culture 
were other factors that made such relationships possible. 
 
 Not friends but a friendly working relationship.  On the other hand, 
four supervisors preferred to be ‘friendly’ to their supervisees instead of being 
their friends, concerned that the latter form of relationships might pose 
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difficulties in making work demands on their supervisors. They also 
rationalised that their supervisees would need their personal space:   
 
And again, even though you might be friendly to your 
supervisee, your staff, it doesn’t mean that they are your 
personal friend, in a way. Although, I mean, I really want them 
to be my personal friend, but I cannot. You get what I mean? 
Because you need to balance.  What I feel is—I mean this is 
really boils down to individual in a way—you know different 
people have a different character, but ultimately I think to one 
is, you need to know who you are, and you need to know your 
staff to let them know that you have certain responsibilities to 
fulfil? Yeah, when they really want to talk, I don’t have any 
issue, I can still open my door to talk, but they also know that it 
is still work, in the sense that it is not so personal until, like, it’s 
a friend kind of thing. (FSC 15, female, more than 25 years of 
supervisory experience) 
 
I have to use that authority, and I build that authority without 
getting overly familiar, such that you can just come and bargain 
things very readily, every single thing. I do have staff at the 
initial, every few days come in and try to talk about different 
things, you know, last time how it has been and all that, and 
still not working on things. Yeah, almost, almost trying to treat 
me as a friend. So that’s where I restate my boundaries again. 
(FSC 16, female, 1 year of supervisory experience) 
 
 One of them shared her preference for maintaining a different approach 
by being less “pally” with her supervisees, but not taking the initiative to 
engage in their personal life also “comes with a cost”, as she felt lonelier:  
 
So in a way, I lay myself away from all these. You can call it 
quite, not quite, people-centered. Because I am trying to put 
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myself into their shoes: if you ask me to have lunch with my 
boss, I don’t think I will enjoy my lunch; I will have 
indigestion. So I also don’t want to subject my colleagues to go 
through all these. But of course I do join them for lunch and, 
you know, but not all the time. (FSC 3, female, 17 years of 
supervisory experience) 
 
 Referring supervisees for personal therapy when the need arises.  
Most supervisors believed that supervisees should seek help for their personal 
issues that affect their effectiveness as a social worker. This is to help in 
drawing appropriate boundary, lest the supervisory relationship turns into a 
client-therapist relationship. 
 
I see that maybe that worker may need further help, then I 
would make it known… I think noticing that pattern, for me 
was, maybe one time, two time, but after a while you notice 
that there is something that is recurrent and being aware of it 
and saying, “Hey, maybe it’s something that you need to work 
on. It’s something that you can’t do with me because I’m at the 
end of the day, not your therapist, you know, I’m your 
supervisor.” So it has happened to me with one staff that I had 
to refer her for therapy and she agreed. And I’m glad she got 
helped. (YO 8, female, 8 years of supervisory experience) 
 
  Many authors have attested to the importance of safety as experienced 
by the supervisees in the supervisory relationship (Inskipp & Proctor, 2001, 
Kaiser, 1997, Munson, 2002, Shulman, 2010).  Kaiser (1997, p. 21) defines 
“safety as the supervisees’ freedom to make mistakes and to take risks without 
the danger of an excessively judgmental response from the supervisors.” The 
findings are consistent with the literature: the supervisors said they valued the 
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importance of safety and trust in the supervisory relationship. The 
complications, however, arise with their dual-roles because of the possible 
dilemma concerning growth-promoting goal of the educational and/or 
supportive function in the clinical role and accountability-maintaining goal of 
the administrative function in the managerial role. 
 
Managing Challenges in Organisational Management  
 In having dual-roles, supervisors also face the challenge of 
organisational management. From the interviews, it was found that social 
work supervisors adopted the following ways to manage organisational 
challenges, namely, (a) exercise leadership; (b) manage team dynamics; (c) 
manage personnel; and (d) manage internal and external expectations. The 
following figure 18 shows the types of challenges faced in organisational 
Fmanagement and the corresponding processes utilised by social work 





Figure 18. Organisational management challenges and social work supervisors’ 
responses towards challenges. 
 
Exercising Leadership  
 Many supervisors exercised leadership in managing organisational 
changes. They perceived leadership to be an active involvement of their time 
and effort in being role models. Leadership to them was also about 
collaborating with the staff team and stakeholders.  
 
 Leadership by example: role modelling.  Five supervisors strongly 
believed in leading by example to gain credibility and earn the respect of staff, 
for example, being involved in activities such as “pushing food ration” and 
taking the most difficult cases in the centre:  
1. Challenges with planning, introducing and managing 
organisational changes 
2. Team management - the challenge with team dynamics 
4. Managing internal and external expectations 
3. Challenges with personnel issues 
Processes with managing personnel issues 
Personnel management: recruitment and retention  
Processes with managing personnel issues 
Adopting the role of mediator and utilising collaborative stance 
Managing funding requirements 
Processes with managing organisational changes  
Exercising leadership 
        - Leadership by example - role modelling 
        - Leadership by collaboration 
        - Alignment of faith with leadership 
 
Processes with managing team dynamics 
Managing team dynamics 
     -  Purpose-driven - shared organisation vision, values and culture  
     - Principles of fairness and equitability 




The other big part is, I am a stoic believer of leading by 
example. So that day some guests came by so they saw me 
pushing food ration, so they asked me, “You, centre director, 
you push these?” [laughs]. So, I mean, this is kind of a way to 
gain some respect also. And then when certain situation comes 
out, then you stand in for your supervisees and then they also 
model and sees that this is what. So after a while people respect 
you. When people respect you, you want to say certain things is 
easier. (FSC 4, male, 9 years of supervisory experience)  
 
 One supervisor’s belief in being a role model was influenced by her 
social work values. As such, she set an example by being early for work and 
taking the lead to be involved with her team in various activities:  
 
I do know that I need to set the role model so I hope that by 
coming in early, by default I will be the first to come in. It will 
be… not so much of message to the team. But I think not just 
being early, but I have taken a lead for a few of the key 
projects. (FSC 6, female, 8 years of supervisory experience) 
 
 Leadership by collaboration.  Leadership, as seen by two 
supervisors, was allowing staff to take ownership of their work and respond to 
changes. To one of the supervisors, leadership was akin to the counselling 
process, where it was “not so much about telling this person what and how to 
do, but it is the whole process of influencing.” Another supervisor saw the 
similarity between leadership and the concept of “pacing and leading” in 
neurolinguistic programming (NLP). Over time, he had integrated different 




My understanding is—really helping this person to take 
ownership of the issue. And that willingness, to garner that 
willingness, so that that this person will move on. So it’s like 
counselling! (FSC 13, female, 22 years of supervisory 
experience)   
 
Yeah, so in NLP-terms, right, actually it’s called pacing. Pacing 
then leading. Leading. Yeah, so we don’t just pace, pace, pace, 
right, then leave it, you see? Ultimately you have to lead them. 
[NLP] gives me the knowledge, yeah, but my own supervisory 
practice now is a lot of myself, whatever that I already have. 
(YO 2, Male, 5 years of supervisory experience)  
 
 Alignment of faith with leadership.  In leading an organisation, one’s 
faith seems to be impacting three supervisors in their views about leadership. 
One of them said he utilised his religion to guide his management practices, 
and expressed his desire to be an upright leader in order to maintain 
accountability to the work and people under his care:  
 
Having the same values as what social work is. Because I think 
I am in a Malay Muslim organisation, I guess I am a little bit 
more attuned to the religious component of being a manager. 
There is a prophetic saying that each of us is a leader and that 
each of us will be accounted for; we’ll be asked to account for 
those who we have led. So that becomes a very powerful 
reminder that, you know, we call it a servant leadership, that I 
have to ensure that the people that I led is also upright in a 
sense, and to do that, I have to be an upright leader myself… I 
mean, being in this organisation has been a bit more attuned to 
the religious side. It is a requirement of being a leader. It is not 





Similarly, another supervisor believed in being a good steward as a 
supervisor and to be accountable to the organisation and to his God:  
 
It makes a little bit of sense because if Jesus is here watching, 
what will Jesus be seeing? If there is a need for accountability 
just like we have to be accountable to God. And I think as an 
organisation, we need to be good stewards. We are funded to 
do this thing. We don’t do it well, we do some other things, we 
bring bad name to whoever that is up there. So I start to see 
that. I mean, that was just a joke, but that joke had led me to 
kind of think about it, so actually no difficulty. (FSC 4, male, 9 
years of supervisory experience)  
 
 A supervisor revealed that her faith has impacted her and her 
management, articulating that God is the “leader of the team”. It is easy to 
influence the team when there is shared belief.  
 
I always put God as the head and the leader of the team.  And 
we do have catch-up in the morning and we pray in the 
morning, short devotion in the morning. So in that sense I will 
think that getting the buy in appear to be relatively easy 
because most of us actually have the common faith either 
Christian or Catholic. (FSC 6, female, 8 years of supervisory 
experience)  
 
Managing Team Dynamics  
 As discussed earlier, managing team dynamics posed a challenge to 
supervisors. In managing team dynamics, supervisors relied on shared purpose 
or faith, as well as the principles of fairness, to manage the team.  
Purpose-driven: shared organisational vision, values and culture.  
Three supervisors believed that having organisational vision and values, as 
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well as a shared purpose would focus the team on their work. On the other 
hand, another three supervisors from faith-based agencies said that sharing a 
common faith with their team had given them a shared purpose and meaning 
in work. Having a shared purpose among team members allowed the team to 
be less competitive, and colleagues were more forgiving with each other’s 
mistakes. In addition, the shared faith also determined the appropriate 
handling of less-than-ideal performances and mistakes: one of the three 
supervisors from faith-based agencies highlighted that “loving each other” 
from a religious perspective implied admonishing people who were not 
performing well:   
 
I think it would reduce the competitiveness of the work here 
because we are all for a common purpose and everybody is 
clear about that. And there is no such thing as to, “I need to 
protect myself” and “I need to be defensive,” because we are 
here to be for the same purpose… there is no need to say, “I am 
better than you or you are better than me.” (FSC 5, female, 
more than 20 years of supervisory experience) 
 
I think when we have similar faith, we have some core values. 
For example, in the bible, when you make mistakes, one of the 
core values is forgiveness and we need to reconcile and we 
need to forgive. I am sure there are times when we step on each 
other’s toes, definitely one. With grace and mercy, this 
provides us with the platform to do teamwork again, to make 
friends again and to understand each other. Of course staff will 
ask, “Who are you, greater than me?” But if we can all 
acknowledge that we have a greater God up there and we all 
submit. So it is not because I say so, that you must forgive, then 
you forgive. But it is somebody up there who says and we 
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submit. (FSC 7, female, more than 15 years of supervisory 
experience) 
 
 Three supervisors from non-faith-based agencies adopted different 
approaches in managing team dynamics. Whilst one of them acknowledged 
that staff from faith-based agencies might feel more supported due to religious 
practices like prayers, her organisation maintained a Facebook account 
amongst supervisors in which, regardless of one’s religion, anyone could share 
how faith had helped them cope with difficulties:  
 
If without that faith-based, I somehow feel that agencies like 
[another organisation’s name], because they are Christian and 
all that, right, I think that support that the staffs get from 
supervision is much more because they can pray before, pray 
after, which is something that we don’t do it here... there is one 
who is stoic Buddhist so she will share usually. We have this 
Facebook among [organisation’s name] us. When she 
encountered whatever, she will share about how her faith 
helped her. One or two will post messages about God… so it 
will only attract may be some of us who are of the same. So we 
are not saying that they can’t. So that is also allowed; like we 
have Muslim friend, a colleague, right, so we allow them to go 
for their five prayers. (FSC 14, female, 13 years of supervisory 
experience) 
 
 Two supervisors shared that their organisations harnessed their staffs’ 
passion for clients as a driving force. This was especially important for 
supervisees working in youth organisations where the remuneration was 
relatively lower than that of other social work agencies and whose clientele 
were more challenging than usual. It was therefore critical for supervisors in 
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these organisations to help their staff feel belonged and valued. Activities such 
as staff retreats served to gel the team:  
 
The whole thing is that they are here because they have a 
passion and this job drives them. If not, they can’t survive; [the 
routine rhetoric is] “I’m working with you and you get a lot of 
problems every day.” You get very down. “What are you doing 
here?” And of course, the pay is a very huge problem. When 
they work, they chit-chat with their friends and they meet up 
for reunions; then they come back [to work] and feel very 
depressed. That’s the reality lah, and they are reminded of the 
passion that they have. Yeah, so, they just need to feel belonged 
to this organisation. They need to feel that they are contributing 
and they need to feel that they are valued right? (YO 7, non-
social work supervisor, more than 15 years of supervisory 
experience) 
 
I think it’s good that we are not using faith to gel… because if 
faith is the only one that gels, then I think the focus could be a 
little bit different. Yeah, our focus is actually on client, so that’s 
the opportunity to gel. (YO 4, male, 5 years of supervisory 
experience) 
 
 Interestingly, many of the supervisors considered the willingness of 
staff to embrace colleagues with different religious backgrounds, such as 
Muslim, Hindu, Christians, Catholic and Buddhists, as an indication of the 
latter’s open-mindedness. For example, a social work supervisor said that her 
organisation employed workers of different faith. Regardless of the differences 
in faith, faith and spirituality were utilised as a resource during a peer support 
group comprising herself and her supervisees. More importantly, the 





Yah, and I think we really respect people for whatever religion. 
And this brother [name of an external consultant] doesn’t talk 
about that. But if [religion] comes in, because that is part of us. 
The whole part of us has a spiritual component. We don’t say 
about Jesus Christ, we don’t say about anything. We say higher 
being or, you know, your god, and I think it is fine. And I think 
my staff are very okay with them… So I think it is something 
that we embrace as part of it. We actually would even say in 
times like this, “What would your god say?” And you can say, 
“I don’t have a god or you can ‘borrow’ my god.” We are so 
open. We even say, “Can we give you a word?” if we know 
that person is Christian, we say, “Can we bless you?” So it’s 
very open. (YO 8, female supervisor with 15 years of 
supervisory experience)  
 
 Principles of fairness and equitability.  In team management, two 
supervisors considered it important to be perceived as being fair and not show 
favouritism to anyone within the organisation:  
Yah, so how do you be equitable? And then if they see that you 
are a fair person, you are not one that is influenced by, you 
know, you like this person, you sayang (means to show 
favouritism in Malay), the other person don’t like you know, I 
think that helps. (FSC 4, male, 9 years of supervisory 
experience)  
 
And I have to be very careful to make sure that I, you know, 
that I do not in a way favour, not even in terms of giving but of 
my time, you know, and make sure that I give my time equally, 
time and interest equally to my workers. (YO 9, female, 8 years 




In this segment on managing team dynamics, supervisors harnessed  
shared purpose and faith as a force that binds the team. Having shared purpose 
is similar to the idea by Peter Senge (1990), who introduced the notion of 
‘governing ideas’ for an organisation in his book titled, The Fifth Discipline. 
According to him, a shared vision is not an idea, but rather, ‘a force in people’s 
hearts, a force of impressive power’ (Senge, 1990, p.209). Seen in this light, 
having a common vision/belief that is based on the organisational/professional/ 
faith could keep people focused and working in the same direction.    
 
Personnel Management: Recruitment and Retention  
 As discussed in Chapter Five, one of the challenges with personnel 
management involved recruitment and retention of social workers, in view of 
the shortage coupled with high demand for social workers in Singapore. This 
is part of personnel management where social work supervisors discussed 
ways to retain staff by helping their supervisees develop and grow 
professionally. This begins with recruitment, where they look for personnel 
who are keen learners and possessed the right attitude to fit in with the team 
and organisation: 
 
We had a round of recruitment and what I personally look out 
for is always, [new staff who] must be willing to learn lah. You 
can come here very fresh, not knowing anything. But if you’re 
accepting to know that, okay, this is something you want to 
work on, I don’t mind giving you a chance to come and work 
here. That’s how we select people, versus people who come 
here, think they know the world, yeah. I think also before we 
recruit we would think about how this person would fit with the 
rest of the people here because we also don’t want to recruit 
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someone [who doesn’t fit]; it’ll really destroy the team. (FSC 1, 
female, 5 years of supervisory experience) 
 
 With regard to retention, almost all the supervisors discussed how their 
organisations made attempts to provide opportunities for professional growth 
through plans for career development for their staff:   
 
Because I think it is really a waste if we cannot sustain the staff. 
And then I begin to think, “What would I want to hear from my 
boss if I am a young social worker?” So one of my deliberate 
attempts is always asking them about what are their training 
needs, so that I can personalise their training. (FSC 3, female, 17 
years of supervisory experience)  
 
This desire to develop the staff is similar to a supervisor’s belief in 
maximising the potential of his clients. His managerial position allowed him to 
consider ways to give due recognition to social workers and help them find 
meaning in work:  
 
One belief that I have is the same belief that I have for my 
clients, but now I am in a different capacity Yeah, so this is 
where I see that I am able to do that because of my position… 
Yeah, and that’s why, my own belief is actually to create 
opportunity for them to be recognised lah. Don’t need to be 
anything fanciful, but for them to find meaning in their work so 
that they can sustain. (YO 4, male, 5 years of supervisory 
experience)  
 
 Due to the smaller organisation size, a supervisor believed in helping 
supervisees feel a sense of belonging and meaning in work, since it is difficult 
to give good remuneration. One supervisor further shared that it stemmed from 
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his belief to value and develop the staff.  
 
So we want to value the staffs who are here already, who made 
the choice to come to [name of agency]. So we made the 
commitment to say, “Okay, since you are here, we will develop 
you.” … we want to acknowledge their level of knowledge, 
their expertise, so we hope that by doing that there is a sense of 
belonging. I think our message that we put across to them is 
that “You are part of this whole things. You are not just an 
individual working day in day out, but you are making a 
change.” (FSC 2, male, 19 years of supervisory experience) 
 
 With respect to staff retention, the social work supervisors highlighted 
the importance of providing staff with opportunities for training and 
promotion. A few supervisors had clear training plans to develop their staff. 
One of the supervisors excitedly talked about his organisation’s plan to 
develop their social workers through training, and the opportunities for 
specialisation over time:  
 
So it was really an exciting thing for us. So the professional 
development looks into the development of individual staff 
from their entry to their growth. So for the first three years it is 
more like developing them as a worker. So the professional 
development team, apart from coming out with a career 
pathway, they also identify trainings that a junior worker will 
have to go through and this is aligned to the [National Council 
of Social Service] training, so the competency will be there. So, 
that is easier for us. We don’t re-invent the wheel, so there are 
certain aspects—things like casework, skills in casework, 
outcome measures, programme planning—all that is the first 
three years. And then after their third year, then we look at how 
the staff preferences. So it could be, we might look at their 
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strength is more on administrative, then we will develop the 
staff more on the management aspect of their work. If the staff 
is more inclined to clinical work, then we will want to develop 
the staff more on clinical aspect so things like sending them for 
master’s in whatever, it could be family therapy or whichever 
they are inclined to. (FSC 2, male, 19 years of supervisory 
experience)  
 
But yet I also bear in mind that I also don’t want to just, uh, 
make them stay and then after that stagnant mah.  Then it’d be 
top-heavy, how are you going to enhance, allow for promotion? 
So my strategic thinking is, if I want these people to stay, then I 
must have opportunity for them to move. (YO 4, male, 5 years 
of supervisory experience) 
 
 
 Apart from training, a supervisor believed that a team approach in 
supporting younger social workers in crisis or in the early years of their social 
work career could prevent burnout. A strategy that she thought was helpful in 
staff retention was to “increase their competency through whatever generic or 
clinical supervision” so that they can gain confidence and “want to grow old 
into that sector”. She added, 
 
So that is when we decided we should go in with a team 
approach. And also I think over time I heard stories about 
social workers being disillusioned in the course of work. It has 
to do with some crisis and how they felt unsupported or, you 
know, people criticise. And they are being overly emotional or 
overly involved, you know? And these—we could have closed 
the gap. Usually social workers who enter the field, they really 
want to learn … much as client need that safe environment, the 
social worker also need to feel safe and secure, and then they 
will dare to do things and knowing that someone is watching 
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them and also guiding them. They are not alone. (FSC 3, 
female, 17 years of supervisory experience)  
 
Responding by Managing Internal and External Expectations  
 In managing internal and external expectations, supervisors saw the 
importance with (a) adopting a mediator’s role and a collaborative stance; and 
(b) managing funding requirements.  
 Adopting the role of a mediator and utilising a collaborative 
stance. In managing an organisation, social work supervisors had to manage 
relationships with different systems and to strive for win-win situations to 
promote social work practice. This is especially critical with the changes in 
funders’ requirements for FSCs to be involved in outreach and community 
work. Four supervisors saw the need for them to mediate between different 
systems to manage the expectations of staff and the requirements of funders. 
One of them sees that it means setting the tone for the staff team in their 
response to partners and stakeholders. Sometimes, this might involve meeting 
funders’ requirements and challenging their views, should there be 
disagreements between the staff and funders’ views.  
 
So ultimately, your supervision has to impact them [younger 
supervisees] and they will ask, “Why must we wayang (means 
to showcase deliberately in Malay) for NCSS just because they 
want us to do this?” And that is when you must listen to them 
and try to see whether you could get them be committed to the 
programmes even though they may not see eye to eye. And 
they might just see that they want to value-add, so why must 





But going back to how do I balance between expectations and 
so on: this is where I have a mediator role, where if what I am 
funded to do and I would actually then get my staff to kind of 
be able to understand what we are doing, why we are doing and 
so on. That other part of it is if there are some feedback given 
by the staff and you know it doesn’t go in line with the 
expectations it is then for me to raise it up … So this is when I 
need to be on my staff’s side, you know. So I need to know 
which one makes sense a little bit more and then kind of 
meditate and navigate in between. (FSC 4, male, 9 years of 
supervisory experience) 
 
 A supervisor echoed similar views concerning the mediator’s role and 
gave an example to show how she collaborated with her supervisees to support 
their work and managed the organisation’s relationship with stakeholders. She 
considered it important to maintain a balanced approach to consider both the 
views of supervisees and external stakeholders:  
 
So this is what you ask me, if I am torn in between how can I 
please the MP and how can I not overload the staff, this is how 
I do the mediating: I think the support gained the team and also 
trust. In the incident that happened yesterday, if I swing to the 
[member of parliament, MP], they will say, “You curry favour 
(colloquial slang for bootlicking) MP and make us do all these 
work.” And I will lose my staff. But if I swing to the other side 
to support my staff, and say, “Wow, this MP, anyhow 
demand!” then I lose my stakeholders already. So how do I 








 The collaboration with community partners is not new to social work-
trained personnel. Instead of viewing networking and community partnership 
as key performance indicators “forced” by stakeholders on social work 
agencies, a social work supervisor believed that his systemic and social work 
training had helped him value the work with community partners. He therefore 
urged colleagues who were resistant to see beyond funders’ requirements to 
consider the value of such engagements:  
 
Having said that, it doesn’t mean that it’s wrong, or it doesn’t 
mean that it’s bad. If you think about it, even without [key 
performance indicators], it’s probably a good thing. It’s good to 
be collaborative. It’s good to be inclusive. So the cynical 
view—or the rebellious, cynical view—is, “Aiyah, they forced 
us to do; they forced us. Why they make life so hard for us? 
They force us.” On the other hand, you look at it a bit more 
objectively, I’m sure it’s good what. Outreach, we should be 
doing anyway.  Social work, engaging community, engaging 
MP, doing door-to-door visit. It’s what a social worker should 




 Essentially, the supervisors felt that managing relationships with 
community partners is important in this era where people are more connected. 
One of the supervisors requested his supervisees to keep him in the loop for 
networking and accountability purposes when cases involved external parties.  
 
So it boils down to, besides your relationship with your client, 
how well are you working with [Community Development 
Council, CDC]? How well are you connected with [Housing 
Development Board, HDB]? HDB usually very hard ah; CDC 
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easier. How well are you connected with the MP, because this 
same person will go to the MP you see, and very often he will 
tell the MP, “I went to all these place: I went to FSC, I went to 
CDC. They all help me a little bit but not enough.” Or worse 
still, they say, “They didn’t help me.” Then that would hang in, 
so all these different, and plus all the other systems… People 
are more connected. (FSC 11, male, 6 years of supervisory 
experience) 
 
And I become more kiasu (colloquial slang for wanting to be 
prepared out of fear of losing out), because very sensitive, so 
now I tell them, even when they email, because they email to 
the MPs, MPs actually now email us, ask for responses, what 
happened to my case, and they actually reply, you know? So 
either the head replies, or sometimes the staff, if they are 
confident enough, they reply. So I said, “Before you reply, all 
the replies must be vetted by the heads,” right, “and, I want to 
be in the loop.” Why? Because when I go for this dinner, that 
dinner, I’ll meet this MP. He’ll ask me about the case he 
referred. I need to know. (FSC 12, male, 20 years of 
supervisory relationship) 
 
  Managing funding requirements.  Two youth organisations preferred 
not to tap on government funding.  The organisations relied on other sources 
of funds instead. The supervisors of these organisations said that relying on 
non-governmental sources of funding was more helpful as they worked with 
difficult populations and it was sometimes difficult to meet the targeted 
outcomes set by the government. In addition, these organisations preferred 
more autonomy in working with at-risk populations than what was enjoyed in 
government-funded organisations. Working with at-risk populations often 
required greater flexibility in approaches and hence government restrictions 
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might hamper the creativity and effectiveness of these organisations.  
We are having our own funding. That helps. But once you get 
into any funding, there is KPIs and when it comes to youth 
work, what kind of KPIs do you expect? (YO 8, female, 15 
years of supervisory experience) 
 
Being a non-profit organisation that is self-funded. Yah, so, in a 
way I would say we have more, more autonomy and less red 
tape to doing things. I mean, we have our own, of course, 
systems and procedures in place internally but, err, I think for 
the youth centres, certain centres like family service centres 
still follow certain guidelines and it’s still bound by some 
funding and all that. Yah, but for my centre, no. (YO 9, female, 
8 years of supervisory experience)  
 
 
 On the other hand, a supervisor believed in going beyond meeting the 
requirement of funders, if there were programmes and/or services were 
important for clients. This implied running additional programmes and/or 
services if the agency deemed them helpful for the clients, even if they would 
not be externally funded. When asked what prompted him and his team to do 
more for clients, he shared that “we come into social work not just to meet the 
basic requirement.” 
 
I think many FSCs do that as well: funder funds you for this 
certain thing, however, there are many other things that you 
want to do. My belief is, what I am funded to do, and I think is 
reasonable, you go ahead and do it, you know? And my staffs 
all have the understanding that what I am funded to do is 
probably about 70% of the capacity, you know? There may be 
another 30% which is not funded. So that one [extra-curricular 
activity], so you will take this project; she will take that project. 
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So we do these other things. (FSC 4, male, 9 years of 
supervisory experience) 
Discussion 
 The different responses of social work supervisors are related to 
exercising leadership, managing team dynamics, managing personnel and 
managing internal and external expectations. These few domains are similar to 
the supervisory management framework developed by Austin et al. (2002), 
who suggested that there are three practice dimensions, namely, leadership, 
interactional and analytic dimensions.  
 From what has been presented of the views on supervisory 
management of the supervisors interviewed for this study, many of the 
supervisors were clearly exercising their leadership and influencing their 
supervisees via the supervisory relationship and organisational management. 
For example, they were involved in boundary spanning, which is to establish 
and maintain relationship with stakeholders. Additionally, they were engaged 
in organisational alignment, seen in their attempts to arrange the structures, 
processes and conditions of work to maximise client outcomes and employees’ 
satisfaction.  
 In terms of their interactional roles, the supervisors reported having 
been actively communicating to their supervisees to clarify expectations. Their 
facilitative role was manifested in the times when they enabled their 
supervisees to carry out their work more effectively, taking into account the 
latter’s training and career development plans. The findings also suggest that 
the supervisors were active in their analytic role when they leveraged and 
managed organisational resources, as well as when they evaluated and 
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ascertained service needs and programme effectiveness.  
 These different roles and responses of social work managers are not 
unique, since various frameworks have been developed to delineate the 
functions of human service management (Lewis et al., 2001, Connor & 
Netting, 2009). For example, Lewis et al. (2001) presented a conceptual 
framework for human service management that included components like 
planning, designing, developing human resource, supervising, managing 
finances, monitoring and evaluating. Conner and Netting (2009) further 
developed the paradigmatic framework by Burrell and Morgan (1979) and 
discussed the various implications of the framework to management.  
 What appears to be different and unique about the managerial practices 
of social work supervisors, compared with the literature, is the idea of faith 
and spirituality as resources that some social work supervisors tapped on to 
align the team with organisational mission and values.  
 
Factors That Influenced the Experiences of Challenges and Responses of 
Social Work Supervisors  
 The experience of challenges and responses of supervisors are related 
to (a) supervisors’ factors, in terms of the fusion of personal and professional 
self; (b) organisation factor, that is, whether the supervisors were employed in 
a single-centre agency or a multi-centre agency; and (c) time factor.   
Supervisor’s Factors: The Fusion of Personal and Professional Self  
 Among the supervisors interviewed for this study, their experiences of 
dual-role challenges seemed to be related to the degree of fusion between their 
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personal and professional selves. It appeared that the greater the fusion of 
personal and professional selves among the supervisors, the less frequent the 
supervisor reported experiencing dual-role challenges. The fusion of personal 
and professional selves takes time, and supervisors with more years of 
experience in supervision appeared to be more able to deal with the challenges 
arising from juggling the different roles that comes with being a social work 
supervisor. The consideration of years of experience parallels the supervisor’s 
development model proposed by Stoltenberg and Delworth (1987). The 
supervisor’s development model suggests that supervisors pass through 
different stages in their own development.  However, the model fails to 
account for the internal processes that take place as supervisors progress from 
stage to stage.  
 Based on the findings, it appears that the supervisors had moved 
through different levels in which their personal self became integrated with 
their professional self. Level 1 is the stage where the supervisors experienced 
great tension with their dual-roles and where there was a segregation of 
personal and professional selves. This is shown by the example of YO 6 
respondent, who disliked herself as a person when she assumed headship of 
the centre in which she had been employed as a social worker for five years. 
Even though she had enjoyed being a social worker in the past five years, she 
did not enjoy the managerial work in her professional self as centre head, and 
this affected her personal self, so much so that she did not like herself for it. 
She felt that the managerial role involving discipline and leadership was too 
tough for her. She subsequently stepped down as a centre head. When she was 
no longer defined by the roles and responsibilities of the position, she felt she 
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could like herself better. Upon reflection, she shared,   
 
When I stepped down [as the centre head], I was like, as I said, 
not liking myself. I didn’t like being in that role, having to 
supervise and, you know, maybe sometimes even correct or 
lead people in that way. And, and I got into certain situations 
with certain personality types that clash with mine. And I didn’t 
like it but still I had to function in that capacity. When I stepped 
down and become a senior social worker, and the role no 
longer—I was no longer—defined by the role and 
responsibilities that I had to carry, I liked myself as a person 
more. (YO6, female, 15 years of supervisory experience) 
 
  Level 2 is the stage where the supervisors experienced some tension 
with dual-roles. Respondents from FSC 2 and FSC 12 reflected on their 
supervisory experience and said that they had to gain credibility and respect 
from supervisees, through proving themselves and being role models to their 
supervisees. They said their journey as supervisors was tougher in the initial 
years due to the need to gain credibility and respect, whilst gaining 
competency as a social worker and supervisor. With the passage of time, it 
became easier to play different roles, although they might still struggle with 
the lack of time due to additional duties. One of them gave the analogy of 
learning how to ride a bicycle, that in the “initial years, it is just like you are 
falling off the bike, you fall and then you know the pain and then you know 
how to cycle already.” 
 
Yeah, I think as an early supervisor, uh, you are just starting to 
learn, so there are a lot of challenges in terms of learning: 
learning how to be a supervisor, ah, earning the respect of your 
supervisees. They doubt your credibility, and your ability, 
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right? So you’re learning, learning to—because it’s a parallel 
learning journey, you are, on one hand, trying to improve your 
own competency. You, you yourself are developing as a 
professional. Then parallel to that is how you’re going to 
supervise others… So that’s important. So, a bit of pressure to 
be a good role model, otherwise how are you going to supervise 
others, right? … Yeah I got to admit after some years, it’s a bit 
more of a breeze, but uh, you then have probably other things 
like additional workload, additional administrative duties. (FSC 
12, male, 20 years of supervisory experience)  
 
 Level 3 is the stage where three supervisors (FSC 14, FSC 15 and FSC 
17) were more ‘at ease’ from within and without in their dual-roles. At this 
level, they were comfortable being themselves in the professional roles and 
need not ‘fake’ to be someone else, as the personal self had already been 
integrated with the professional self.  One of them shared that she had learnt to 
be comfortable with the idea that people did not like her for the tough 
decisions she had to make and to not take their opinion personally, although 
this had been difficult for her initially, since social workers tend to value 
having good relationships with people:   
 
Then your experience grows, then you understand a bit more, 
you get a bit more comfortable to your new role, you feel more 
okay to be not liked by all people (laughs). Mmmm, I think 
initially as a social worker, you always like people to have 
good relationships with you—yes, yes, clients also—we are 
taught to build rapport—very important—to have harmony, to 
engage and all that kind of thing… I mean, in a way, when you 
do management, sometimes you can’t afford to be liked by 
everyone. You have to make a tough decision. Sometimes, you 
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really have to feel comfortable to be alone. (FSC 15, female, 
more than 20 years of supervisory experience) 
 
 Over time, as she grew more comfortable immersing herself in dual-
roles, aided by training, reading up about the topic and conversing with 
people:  
 
I think as time goes by, I think I get more and more attuned to 
this role lah. Then, I think by training, by reading up more, 
talking to people more, you realise that it is a fact. It is not 
because there is something wrong with you. It is a fact that 
when you have a different role, you will have a different kind 
of thing. Yeah. So, the function is different. Your role is 
different. The expectations are different. People will see you 
differently because of the change of role. (FSC 15, female, 
more than 20 years of supervisory experience) 
 
 
 Being more accepting of how people might view her differently 
allowed her to move beyond playing a role, as she integrated her personal self 
into her professional role—that is, her professional self. In this position, the 
clarity in the reasons behind her actions made it possible for her to bear the 
consequences of not being well-liked for making unpopular decisions:  
 
Yeah, and then gradually you realise that, well, as I play this 
role, inside I am still who I am. So again, I change to another 
stage. It’s like when I feel comfortable to the outside role, I still 
have to ask myself, so inside, who am I? And, very important, I 
still have to be very—how to say—to be very in touch with 
who I am as a real person. Otherwise I will just be playing a 
role. That also cannot last. So I think that kind of phase, if you 
ask me, so I’ve come to the current situation where I think I am 
more in line. So I feel more comfortable to accept that, “Okay, 
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I play this role,” but on the other hand, I can also exude my 
personality this way. I can, I cannot so called expect everyone 
to like it, but I know what I am doing, why I am doing it a 
certain way, yup. I’m willing to walk away with some of the 
outcome: the consequence of not being liked, not making 
popular choices all these things. So that kind of process lah. 
(FSC 15, female, more than 20 years of supervisory 
experience) 
  
She viewed this as a process of growth and that she could be “real” and 
not “fake to be somebody”, and she became more comfortable to merge her 
self and “to be who I am.” This growth and development of supervisors seems 
to be a process of maturity, a process during which one becomes comfortable 
merging the selves from different roles into one congruent self. Two other 
supervisors with more than 13 years of supervisory experience also said that 
they were now struggling less with defining their different roles after many 
years as a supervisor: 
 
Actually I am quite comfortable now. I think I don’t struggle 
that much having to really define for myself which role do I 
want to take on. (FSC 14, female, 13 years of supervisory 
experience) 
 
Because I’m also quite comfortable with being that same 
person, and I think my team does recognise that. To me, I can 
hold a position. I am able to tell you my position quite clearly 
because that’s where I come from. (FSC 17, female, more than 
15 years of supervisory experience) 
  
The diagram below depicts the progression of the fusion of a 




Figure 19. Fusion of self with dual-roles.  
  
The fusion of the personal and professional selves seems to relate to 
time, suggesting that the longer the supervisory experience, the better the 
supervisor’s management of dual-role challenges.  
Organisational Factor: Single versus Multi-Centre Agencies 
 Social work supervisors from single-centre agencies appeared to face 
greater time constraints due to juggling multiple tasks compared with those 
from multi-centre agencies where resources, for example, specialised 
personnel for human resource and/or clinical/administrative supervisors, were 
more abundant.  
 
If you run a big organisation properly, it’s easier because you 
have specialised people to do certain things. If you run a 
medium- or small-sized organisation, you more or less bao ka 
liao [colloquial slang for a (usually undesirable) situation of 
being in charge of everything under the sun] [laughs]. If you 
run a big organisation, you have an accounts department, you 
Level 1 
• "Unrest" within and without  
• Great tension with dual roles 
• Segregation of personal and professional self 
Level 2 
• Finding the balance from within and without 
• Some tension with dual roles 
• Some degree of integration of personal and professional self 
Level 3 
• "At ease" within and without  
• Little/no tension with dual role 
• Fusion of professional and personal self 
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have a [human resource, HR] department, you have the [public 
relations] department; if you run a small department, 
everything falls on the [executive director]! From the accounts, 
to HR to frontline, everything! I look at my schedule, I have to 
see client, I have to do admin, I have to handle accounts, from 
A to Z. (FSC 15, female, 20 years of supervisory experience) 
 
I think the advantage of having a bigger organisation 
supporting the work here is that I don’t have to be alone 
managing it. I can always share my idea with a group of 
executive directors and see if it can be taken up separately. And 
more resources can be pumped in so that we can still meet that. 
But I think that is the benefit of having a backing from a larger 




 However, it appears that social work supervisors in single-centre 
agencies tended to experience lesser issues with power arising from having 
dual-roles. This might have been the result of the flat organisational structure, 
limited opportunities for career advancement and marginal difference to 
appraisal outcomes typical of single-centre agencies in Singapore. In addition, 
the active involvement of supervisors in different programmes and constant 
feedback tended to minimise the threat and power posed by the appraisal role.  
 
To be honest, I don’t really—we don’t—have that many ranks, 
and so in terms of promotion, it is also very limited. In terms of 
rewards, we are not the bank, we’re not, you know, people who 
can hand out ten months of bonus a year where it will make a 
lot of difference. The gap between getting an excellent 
appraisal and a not-so-good appraisal is actually quite narrow, 
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yeah. (FSC 17, female, more than 15 years of supervisory 
experience)  
  
A related issue with regard to organisational size was the limitation in 
career advancement due to the flat organisational structure: supervisors shared 
that there was little difference between staff in appraisal outcomes:  
 
So, in that sense, as a principal social worker, it is likely more 
so-called clinical. So the appraisal of the staff is done by their 
respective programme and clinical [supervisor]. Yes, so all of 
us will have people that are involved in our appraisal process. 
And they will know who will sit in for their appraisal and who 
will have a say. But I think you also look at or get people to 
look at the appraisal process as an ongoing process where they 
are actually reviewing their work.  (FSC 17, female, more than 
15 years of supervisory experience)   
 
Time factors  
 The experience of challenges and responses to challenges are 
influenced by time. As suggested earlier, the struggles for social work 
supervisors appear to be more intense in the initial years, as supervisors adjust 
to the different role demands and expectations. One of the supervisors noted 
that his responses to the challenges had been different between his first year as 
supervisor and the years thereafter. When he was first inducted into the 
organisation, he felt compelled to be an advocate both for his supervisees and 
clients by making changes to the organisational structure and processes. 
However, he realised subsequently that these changes he wanted to make 
needed to be on the same pace as the staff team. He also learnt that it was 
difficult to effect significant changes in the first year as a new supervisor. As 
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such, he oscillated between being relational with his team members and 
effecting structural changes at the organisational level. During this period, he 
had to be a leader who led by example; he had to be a manager of resources; a 
strategist who knew when to effect changes; and a good clinical social worker 
in helping his supervisees grow professionally. With the passage of time, he 
was able to make more changes after gaining the credibility and respect of his 
team members:   
 
 
You also need to be a strong advocate as well where you need 
to be able to elicit, pull forth issues and so on, and be able to 
bring up for more institutional change. Being able to even help 
supervisees to look at how do they push through certain change 
for the clients and so on. So I have learnt also that sometimes 
for you to be able to feed some sufficient change, it is not really 
exactly the first year or so, but very often, following thereafter. 
(FSC 4, male, 9 years of supervisory experience) 
 
 
 Similarly, a supervisor said she changed her leadership style over time 
and she was more directive as a leader in her earlier years, compared with her 
leadership style at the time of interview. She attributed the difference to 
changes in the way people in this era respond to leadership compared with the 
previous era. Leadership in the current era was less about teaching her staff 
what to do, she said, but more about allowing her staff to “make mistakes and 
learn from it,” as well as finding meaning in work:  
 
I think earlier part it was doing it together. I am a part of the 
team to do things together, whereas for now, when I do things, 
it will be giving instruction and also give meaning to it. Even 
for the FSC, it is, like, the earlier years when our leaders went 
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through the struggles, so when they say something, people will 
respect you. But now the era has evolved, and you can see that 
even in lecture they will be questioning, “What is the meaning 
of this?” So I think that part of dynamics has changed lately. 
(FSC 7, female, more than 15 years of supervisory experience) 
 
  
It appears that responses to challenges are not static and social work 
supervisors constantly evolve with time, as they remain mindful of the team 
dynamics and organisational needs.  
 
Summary 
 This chapter has presented the processes utilised by social work 
supervisors to manage the dual-role challenges, and challenges in the 
supervisory relationship and in supervisory management in the organisational 
context.  The figure below is a summary of the responses gathered from 
interviewing social work supervisors about how they managed the various 
challenges of juggling dual-roles, supervisory relationship and organisational 
management. The following chapter will discuss the findings and implications 




Responses of social work supervisors in managing challenges  
Responses of Social Work Supervisors as a 'Person' 
The heart - passion and sense of mission 
Utilisation of faith and spirituality as driving forces  
Use of social work theories, values and ethics 
One's belief: Supervisor's definition of social work supervision 
 Contextualising social work supervision to vision, mission and values of organisation 
 The influence of one’s past working/supervision experiences on the Person. 
 
Processes in Managing Challenges of Dual Roles, Supervsiory Relationship and 
Organisational Management 
Managing Challenges with dual roles as manager and clinical supervsior 
Reasons for seperating the dual roles of social work supervisors  
Reasons for merging the dual roles of social work supervisors 
 Organisation-related: Size of organisation 
 Supervisor-related: Need to emphasise accoutability of work towards clients 
 Supervisor-related: Knowing the ground sentiments and making changes 
 Generic training of social workers to play different roles 
 The need to socialise social workers into the profession 
 Supervisees' perceived safety and acceptance of dual roles 
Ways to handle dual role challenges 
 Different supervisory structure and specialist roles 
 Maintaining role differentiation and clarity in different contexts 
 Managing 'power' of the appraisal role 
Managing Challenges in the Supervisory relationship 
 Making oneself available and approchable 
 Maintaining personal and professional boundaries 













Responses of social work supervisors in managing challenges  
Managing Organisational Challenges 
Exercising leadership 
 Leadership by example - role modelling 
 Leadership by collaboration 
 Alignment of faith with leadership 
Managing team dynamics 
 Purpose-driven - shared organisation vision, values and culture 
 Principles of faireness and equitablity 
Personnel Management - Recruitment and retention 
Managing internal and external expectations 
 Adopting the role of mediator and utilising collaborative stance 
 Managing funding requirements 
Factors which  influence the experiences of challenges and responses 
of social work supervisors 
Supervsior's factors - The fusion of personal and professional self 




Chapter Eight  
Discussion, Implications & Recommendations 
 
 In this final chapter, I will be discussing the study’s findings presented 
in Chapter Five, Six and Seven, both to present a summary of the findings, in 
relation to the research objectives, as well as to develop a theoretical 
understanding of the findings. In addition, I will discuss the implications for 
theory and practice, highlight limitations of the study and suggest future 
research possibilities.   
Summary of the Study 
 As a recap, the research questions are listed as follows: 
1. What are the challenges experienced by social work supervisors in their 
clinical and managerial roles, with influences of multiple contexts 
(supervisor’s context, supervisory relationship context, organisational context 
and wider contexts)?    
2. What are the responses of social work supervisors with managerial and 
clinical roles in managing the dual-roles challenges using the person-process-
in-context framework? 
2.1 What are the qualities, beliefs and ethics of social work supervisors 
as a ‘person’?  
2.2 What is involved in the ‘process’ of clinical social work 
supervision, in the clinical role of social work supervisors within the 
supervisory relationship and organisational contexts?   
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2.3 What is involved in the ‘process’ of management, in the 
managerial role of social work supervisors within the supervisory 
relationship and organisational contexts?  
 
As discussed in Chapter 2, this study seeks to learn about the 
challenges of social work supervisors and their responses to these challenges, 
as well as to document the supervisory process. The key themes of the 
challenges faced by social work supervisors emerging from the data collected 
are related to the supervisors, supervisory relationship and organisation 
management. Correspondingly, the supervisors shared various ways in which 
they had been managing these challenges while juggling between their roles as 
managers and clinical supervisors. Various factors seemed to influence their 
experiences and responses to challenges, and these include supervisor-, 
organisation- and time-related factors.  Table 19 summarises the different 
challenges faced by social work supervisors and their corresponding responses 





A Summary of Overall Findings concerning Challenges and Responses of 
Social Work Supervisors  




1. Supervisor-related  
1a. Transition into new role/ 
assuming ‘Headship’ 
Supervisors’ factor  
 




- One’s past/ 
Responding as a ‘Person’ 
1ai. The heart – passion and sense of 
mission  
1aii. Utilisation of faith and 
spirituality as driving force 
1aiii. Use of social work theories, 
values and ethics 
1b. Dual-role as manager 




1bi. Different supervision structure 
and specialist role  
1bii. Maintaining role clarity and 
focus in different contexts 
1biii. Making role differentiation – 
setting physical and time boundary  
1biv. Balancing managerial and 
clinical concerns  
2. Supervisory  
relationship  
2a. Difficulties with 
maintaining personal and 
professional boundary 
 
2b. Personal issues and the 
impact on work 
Supervisees’ factor  
 
- Perceived safety in 
supervisory 
relationship 
2ai. Making oneself available and  
approachable  
2aii. Maintaining personal and 
professional boundary 
 
2bi. Referring supervisees for 










- Single versus multi-
centre agencies 
 
- Faith-based  
3ai.Exercising leadership  
3b. Team management agencies 
 
3bi. Shared purpose/faith as a force 
that binds 
3bii. Principles of fairness and being 
equitable 
3c. Personnel issues  
 
Time factor 
- Initial versus latter 
individual and 
3ci. Personnel management:  
recruitment and retention  
  
4. Management of internal 
and external  relationship 
organisational 
developmental stages 
4ai. Adopting a mediator’s role and 
utilising a collaborative stance 
4a. Alignment of 
expectation between staff 
and stakeholders 
 4aii. Managing funding requirements  
4b. Difficulties to produce 
outcomes with at-risk 
population  




Pertaining to research objective 2.2, that is, to document the clinical 
supervisory process, a supervisory process was generated from the findings. 
This process may be introduced using the acronym, PEACE:  
i. Place & priority  
ii. Event recounting  
iii. Appreciative analysis  
iv. Collaborative planning  
v. Experimentation and Evaluation  
 
Based on observations of supervisory sessions and interviews with 
social work supervisors, it is apparent that the discussions between supervisors 
and supervisees about clients tend to alternate among different contexts, which 
are namely (i) client, (ii) supervisee, (iii) client-supervisee, (iv) supervisor, (v) 
supervisee-supervisor and (vi) client-supervisor contexts. The supervisory 
sessions occurred within the organisations, with influences from the contexts 
of culture, professional values and ethics, spirituality and socio-economics 
realities.   
Theoretical Discussion of the Findings 
The following discusses three key findings of the study and these are: 
(a) role strain, role management strategies and role balance; (b) possible strain 
and strengths of having dual-roles; and (c) utilisation of faith and spirituality 






Key Finding One: Role Strain, Role Management Strategies and Role 
Balance/Ease  
 Based on the findings, it appears that one of the factors which 
influence the management of challenges is related to the development of 
supervisors over time. This is because with the passage of time, supervisors 
are more able to merge their professional roles as manager and clinical 
supervisor with the self. Since supervisors’ ability to manage the challenges 
arising from dual-roles is dependent on the passage of time, it seems like a 
passive process. However, it is not surprising to find many supervisors taking 
an active stance and utilising different role management strategies to manage 
their challenges. The following section expands our conceptions of the 
challenges and responses of social work supervisors by considering role strain 
theory, which was briefly discussed as one of the theoretical framework for 
the study. Specific reference to strategies for role management, and role 
balance/ role ease will be discussed to further our understanding of social 
work supervisors with dual-roles.  
 Role strain and role management strategies.  As discussed, the 
challenges experienced by social work supervisors are related to factors at the 
individual, supervisory relationship and organisational levels. The experience 
of role strain may be both internal and external. Internal strain is due to an 
overload of responsibilities in different roles. As a result, the challenge of time 
constraint arises, and supervisors have little time for direct practice and/or 
provision of more supportive/ educational functions of supervision. On the 
other hand, external strain results from feeling pressured to comply with the 
expectations of others such as funders and staff.   Supervisors respond to these 
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internal and external strain by perceiving them as challenges, and they deal 
with these challenges using various role management strategies (Marks, 1977). 
These include compartmentalisation or segregation of roles, reduction of 
responsibilities, delegation, organisation and empathy.  
In compartmentalising or segregating roles, the supervisors 
interviewed for this study informed their supervisees concerning the ‘hat’ that 
they were wearing in different contexts, such as administrative or clinical 
contexts. This provided greater clarity of role for themselves and their 
supervisees. Some supervisors also gave contextual cues, such as time and 
physical settings to provide signal for different role performance. This is 
similar to the ideas of Biddle (1979), who proposed that roles might be defined 
in terms of context, that is, contextual roles.  
Other supervisors reduced their responsibilities by changing their 
standards of performance in one role, for example, clinical supervision, to 
ensure more time for responsibilities in other role, for example, administration 
supervision (Bird & Bird, 1986). This was shown in one of the supervisors 
(FSC 11 supervisor) giving less time to supervision for experienced 
supervisees, thereby altering his standards of supervisory performance. 
Alternatively, the supervisor might place greater emphasis on administrative 
supervision (FSC 15 supervisor), as compared with professional supervision. 
In other words, supervisors might choose to devote more time to 




One other role management strategy that supervisors used was 
organisation, defined as the “individual rank orders the importance of various 
activities and performs the most important ones first” (Hall, 1972, p. 477). 
Supervisors organise the supervision by clarifying and setting the priorities 
during clinical supervisory sessions. Agencies also had different supervisory 
structures, such as clearly delineating personnel and/or supervisory sessions 
for administrative, clinical and programme supervision, rather than allowing 
one personnel to conduct all three types of supervision or discussing all three 
types of supervision in one supervisory session. Hence, for instance during an 
administrative supervisory session, supervisors would focus on administrative 
matters and less on clinical and/or programme issues, and vice versa.  
“Empathy” as a role management strategy was utilised when there is 
“mutual social support available to persons sharing the same roles or 
circumstances” (Bird & Bird, 1986, p.86). For example, some supervisors had 
supervisors of supervisors, to support themselves with the companion of other 
supervisors in similar roles.   
 Role balance and role ease.  Not all social work supervisors with 
dual-roles experienced role strain, as it appears that some social work 
supervisors were able to maintain role balance. According to Marks and 
MacDermid (1996), role balance is defined as the tendency to become fully 
engaged with the performance of every role in one’s total role system. This 
tendency is akin to mindfulness, which is being attentive and alert in practice. 
In role balance, there is a companion process of role identity balance, where 
the person may simultaneously be organising one’s inner life that consists of 
multiple roles while being fully engaged with the performance of every role in 
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his/her life. This means that supervisors who are clear about their different 
roles tend to be mindful in their supervisory practice and may momentarily 
‘forget’ about their other role, either managerial or clinical. Hence, it may 
seem as if the pressure of multiple and even competing roles facilitate, rather 
than hinder them. Marks and MacDermid (1996) suggest that the window of 
opportunity for a busy person may mean that he/she becomes primed to seize 
the moment.   
 Hence, it is not surprising that even though supervisors with dual-roles 
might cite time management as a challenge, they paid less attention to the 
impact of feeling strained in dual-roles. Instead, more energy and time were 
devoted to the mindfulness in practice, where they gave more of their attention 
and energy to the supervisory sessions, whether they are conducting 
administrative  or clinical supervision.  
In the absence of role balance, Marks and MacDermid (1996) 
suggested that situational urgencies may have the tendency to swing a person 
towards one of the roles. For example, the demands and expectations of the 
funders towards accountability and outcome management may incline 
supervisors to favour the managerial role in a crisis (that is, a case of 
situational urgency). Indirectly, the less favoured role (that is, clinical role in 
this example) may then be perceived as hindering, instead of facilitating, the 
performance of the managerial role. Taken lightly rather than mindfully, 
situational urgencies could develop to become a continual emergency for the 
supervisors. This may have implications on the supervisee’s development and 
in turn, the supervisees’ clients’ well-being as a result of the latter’s case 
management, with the supervisor manifesting a lack of role balance and 
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inclination towards the managerial role. On the other hand, structural 
processes and organisation management may be neglected if the supervisor 
places greater emphasis on his/her clinical role.  
Marks and MacDermid (1996) further propose that role balance 
generates role ease, defined as the “felt ease in carrying out one’s role 
performances” (p. 421), while the lack of balance generates role strain. These 
concepts of role balance, role strain and role ease are systemically linked. 
Based on the findings of the current study, the danger of managerialism arises 
if supervisors place greater emphasis on the managerial dimension in 
supervisory practice. Managerialism is the application of managerial 
techniques of businesses to the running of other organisations, and in this case, 
of social service organisations. While there may be much that managerialism 
can do to improve the running of social service organisations, in social work 
supervisory practice it may encourage an unhealthy obsession with outputs at 
the expense of developmental processes. To manage the impact of 
managerialism on social work supervision, it is helpful to maintain one’s 
clarity of the purpose of supervision, which is to develop both the supervisees 
and ensure efficient and effective service delivery to clients in the 
organisational context. Hence, even though supervision takes place in an 
organisational context with its need for accountability, supervision is a 
professional social work activity with an explicit purpose of developing 
supervisees.   
 Seen in this light, some researchers have argued for the preservation of 
professional supervision to develop social workers (Beddoe, 2010; Bradley 
and Hojer, 2009). Specifically, they believe that supervision should remain as 
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a “quiet space where critical inquiry, striving for ‘best practice’ and the risky 
and unpredictable aspects of human behaviour can be held in a creative 
tension” (Bradley, 2010, p. 1293). Bradley and Jojer (2009) posit that when “a 
balance had been struck between the competing aspects” (p. 7), this allows 
both the supervisor and supervisee to benefit more optimally from each other’s 
experiences. 
Key Finding Two: Possible Strain and Strengths of Having Dual-roles  
Role strain theory has illuminated the possible internal and external 
strains—also termed as challenges—that the social work supervisors 
participating in this study also experienced with having dual-roles. It should be 
noted that the experience of dual-role challenges remain subjective, and one 
should not assume that all social work supervisors would experience role 
strain because of having to juggle dual-roles. Furthermore, it is impossible to 
associate a linear and negative relationship between role strain and conflicting 
dual-roles of social work supervisors. Factors related to the individual, to the 
supervisory relationship and the organisation seem to influence the experience 
of stress and strain experienced by the social work supervisors. In managing 
challenges, termed as internal/external role strains, the current study has found 
that supervisors adopted various role management strategies. Some 
supervisors were able to harness the advantages of on their dual-roles to 
change or enhance existing organisational structures and/or processes so that 
these structures and/or become professionally driven. Hence, having dual-roles 
could potentially be seen and positioned as a strength, when supervisors and/or 
supervisees are able manage the potential threat of power imbalance. In fact, 
some supervisors who could manage the personal and professional boundaries 
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with their supervisees could even maintain multiple forms of relationships 
with their supervisees and establish a genuine friendship outside the work 
and/or professional contexts.  
In managing the dual role challenges, Hair (2012) has proposed the use 
of social constructionist perspective, since multiple voices are valued and 
‘truth’ is varied. Supervisors who are guided by the social constructionist 
framework supports collaboration and this opens up space for reflective 
supervisory practice.   
Key Finding Three: Utilisation of Faith and Spirituality  
 While some social work supervisors found strength from their passion 
to fulfil social work’s mission, others were driven by their faith to join and 
remain in the social work profession. This driving force to fulfil the mission of 
social work and/or God’s work had provided a number of the social work 
supervisors interviewed for this study with a sense of purpose, and anchored 
them in the face of difficulties. This search for meaning and purpose relates to 
the idea of spirituality, as defined Canda and Furman (2010), who have written 
prolifically in this area. They assert that spirituality is “a universal quality of 
human beings and their cultures related to the quest for meaning, purpose, 
morality, transcendence, well-being, and profound relationships with 
ourselves, others, and ultimate reality” (Canda & Furman, 2010, p.5). 
 Similarly, Lindsay (2002) refers to spirituality as a human need and 
one’s search for meaning and purpose in life. This idea of spirituality is not 
new in social work literature, as seen by the increased interest to explore the 
relationship between social work and spirituality since the 1990s (Canda & 
Furman, 2010; Carroll, 1998; Lindsay, 2002; Svare, 2008). However, the 
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dimensions of faith and spirituality pertaining to supervision, much less 
pertaining to social work supervision, have not received much attention in the 
area of research.   
According to Hodge, Baughman and Cummings (2006), spirituality 
and religion are aspects of culturally competent practice. Contextualising this 
dimension of faith and spirituality within culturally sensitive practice makes 
sense, in response to calls for researchers to be culturally and contextually 
relevant in supervisory practices (Lappin & Hardy, 1997; Tsui, 2008).  Canda 
and Furman (2010) have argued that spirituality is the heart of social work, as 
social work is a profession with a commitment to better the lives of clients. 
Such a commitment is similar to most religions and philosophies that support 
human’s needs to be connected and to live transcendent lives.    
 Organisational management.  The concept of faith and spirituality in 
supervision can be extended as a useful construct in organisational 
management. Unlike the discussion of spirituality in social work which started 
since the 1990s, workplace spirituality has been widely discussed over the last 
few decades (Bell & Taylor, 2004; Casey, 2004; Driver, 2005; Gotsis & 
Kortezi, 2008). Giacalone and Jurkiewicz (2003, p.13) define workplace 
spirituality as a “framework of organisational values evidenced in the culture 
that promotes employees’ experience of transcendence through the work 
process, facilitating their sense of being connected to others in a way that 
provided feelings of completeness and joy.” The interest in workplace 
spirituality began in the late 1980s in the U.S. (Hicks, 2003). There is little 
disagreement that spirituality in organisations is currently a significant issue in 
both scientific and empirical enquiry (Gotsis and Kortezi, 2008). The 
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recognition of the need for workplace spirituality can be explained by the 
quest to utilise more subjective factors in organisation management, such as 
personal meanings and transcendental values (Klenke, 2005). Others associate 
the positive impact of workplace spirituality to management process (Boozer, 
1998; Lewis & Geroy, 2000) and leadership practices (Fairholm, 1996; Fry, 
2003).  Gotsis and Kortezi (2008) make a two-fold distinction of the 
theoretical framework of workplace spirituality and propose a distinction 
between exploratory and consequential models. The exploratory framework is 
aimed at relating workplace spirituality with rationale and conditions that may 
be unique to different contexts, whereas the consequential model looks at the 
positive outcomes of spirituality in the workplace and at the individual level. 
They further propose a more inclusive approach to workplace spirituality by 
arguing for more attention to be given to the concept of “respectful pluralism” 
proposed by Douglas Hicks. Simply put, Hicks (2003) suggests that all human 
beings “possess an inviolable human dignity” (p. 167) and “every human 
being deserved to be accorded respect.” To him, it is of paramount importance 
for everyone to be treated as equals, since they “possess equal dignity and thus 
deserve equal respect” (p.167). This is based on his view that spirituality is an 
integral part of human life and life’s unique expression. Therefore, this unique 
expression of human identity has to be given more prominence in 
organisational and corporate life and culture. To avoid or minimise the effects 
of a fragmented identity on our lives, spirituality should ideally be integrated 





Implications for Theory: Development of a  
Social Work Process-in-Context Supervision Model  
This section will present and discuss the theoretical implications of this 
study, namely, the development of a social work process-in-context 
supervision model. It will first present (a) a contextual map of social work 
casework supervision; (b) the PEACE supervision process; and (c) the 
process-in-context social work supervision model.   
 
Contextual Map of Social Work Casework Supervision   
 Based on the supervisory sessions between the supervisor-supervisee 
pairs and interview sessions with supervisors, the following is a contextual 
map of the social work casework supervision. As an extension of the seven-
eyed model proposed by Hawkins and Shohet (2007) as discussed in the 
conceptual framework, the contextual map of the social work casework 
supervision consists of at least four contexts, namely, (a) client (C1); (b) a 
supervisee (C2); (c) a supervisor (C4); and (d) an organisation (C8). In 
addition, the contextual map of social work casework supervision involves 
three interlocking contexts, which are the (a) client-supervisee (C3); (b) 
supervisee-supervisor (C5); and (c) client-supervisor (C6) contexts. Lastly, the 
client-supervisee-supervisor (C7) context is proposed as the reflective 
supervisory space with its own process, named as PEACE supervision process. 
Furthermore, it is proposed that other contexts (C9) be considered, namely, the 
contexts of culture, professional values and ethics, spirituality and socio-




Figure 21. Contextual map of social work casework supervision.   
 
 Using the findings presented in Chapter 6 on the clinical supervisory 
process, this section presents the elements to be considered in each of the 
different contexts. (See Appendix C for the content-in-process of casework 
supervision). 
 Focus on client (C1).  As seen in Chapter 6, there was often a focus on 
client’s context, in particular, the clients’ profiles, during the supervisory 
sessions observed for this study. Social work supervisors and supervisees alike 
utilised tools such as genograms and ecomaps to facilitate the discussions on 
the client’s profiles and their formal and informal systems. It is important to 
reflect on questions such as “What are client’s microsystems—such as family, 
social and peer systems—like?”, “Are there resources in the formal and/or 
C1 client 
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informal systems which clients have tapped on in managing their difficulties?” 
and “In what manner can we further tap on their internal/external resources 
now?” These questions helped supervisors gain a better understanding of the 
client’s systems and is consistent with the ecosystem or person-in-
environment perspective adopted by social workers (Compton & Galaway, 
2005; Sheafor & Horejsi, 2006).  
 Focus on supervisee (C2).  In supervision, supervisors were mindful 
of their own and their supervisees’ profiles (e.g., gender, age, years of work 
experience, prior supervisory experience), learning characteristics (that is, 
learning attitudes and styles) and their impact on the supervisory process. In 
addition, supervisors were also attuned to the values, beliefs (including 
theoretical orientation) and feelings of supervisees during supervisory 
sessions.  
 In the supervisee context (C2), the main focus is on the “internal 
process of the supervisee and how these are affecting and being affected by the 
work and their relationship” (Hawkins & Shohet, 2007, p. 90). It is therefore 
helpful to look at transference and counter-transference processes during 
supervision. For example, in Excerpt 8, the supervisor explored the 
supervisee’s frustration and impact of transference on her work with clients.  
In Excerpt 7, the supervisor took her supervisee into an exploration of the 
latter’s anxiety and its impact on her work. Such discussions are designed to 
lead to better self-awareness, with supervisors facilitating the connection of 
the supervisees’ transference and counter-transference processes with their 
work with clients. This linkage with clients’ work is important, since 
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supervisees are neither clients, nor supervisors the therapist or social workers 
to the supervisees.  
 Focus on client-supervisee context (C3).  In the client-supervisee 
context, it is proposed that this be divided into two dimensions, namely, client-
supervisee relationship and client-supervisee interaction. This is based on the 
observation that supervisors would enquire about the client-supervisee 
relationship in terms of the referral source and its impact on the client-
supervisee relationship, and the supervisee’s roles in case management with 
respect to with different stakeholders and/or organisations. Hence, questions 
that might be useful for consideration are, “How was the client referred to 
you?” and “How may their choice of you as a social worker and/or an 
organisation—or a lack of choice thereof—influence the help seeking 
relationship?”  
 In addition, supervisors could consider supervisees’ reactions and/or 
interaction with client(s) during and/or after their sessions with client(s).  In 
Excerpt 8, the supervisor attended to the supervisee’s frustrations and 
addressed the impact of transference. The supervisor facilitated the supervisee 
to consider her interaction pattern with her client, especially with regard to the 
way the client might have triggered the supervisee’s emotions and how this 
might impact the way she worked with her client. The questions for 
consideration in this client-supervisee context include “Where do the thoughts 
and/or emotions (about the client) come from?” and “In what manner does it 
impact the way you work with this particular client?”   
 Focus on supervisor (C4).  In the supervisor context, supervisors 
could use their intuition to make sense of the here-and-now experiences in the 
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supervisory session. According to Hawkins and Shohet (2007), supervisors 
should strive to be more aware of, and attuned to their own shifts in sensation 
and even peripheral thoughts and fantasies while attending to the content and 
process of the supervisory session. Supervisors could intentionally present 
their own feelings, thoughts and reactions during supervisory sessions to their 
supervisees. 
 Focus on supervisee-supervisor context (C5).  In the supervisee-
supervisor context, there are three dimensions to look at in the supervisee-
supervisor relationship, and these are (a) structure, quality and relational 
element of supervisory relationship; (b) the exploration of supervisees’ 
knowledge and/or skills in engagement, assessment and intervention in the 
casework process; and (c) parallel process in the supervisory session.  
 The first dimension on supervisory relationship considers (a) the 
structure (format and frequency of supervision); (b) quality (warmth and 
perceived safety); and (c) relational element (gender, cultural similarities and 
differences; influence of power and authority) of the relationship. In this 
context, it is important for supervisors to be mindful of the characteristics of 
supervisees, such as developmental stages, gender and prior supervisory 
experiences, as these influence supervisees’ views about the supervisory 
relationship. Questions that might be helpful for consideration are “How might 
our similarities and differences facilitate our supervisory relationship?” “To 
what extent would I as a supervisor be potentially biased and what would help 




 The next dimension looks at the “thinking behind the doing” of the 
supervisee in their work with clients.  This implies facilitating supervisees to 
consider their theories and/or skills used in assessment and intervention with 
clients. Questions that might be helpful for consideration in this dimension 
include “What were you thinking about when you decide to intervene in this 
manner?” and “What are the theories that guide your assessment and 
intervention?”   
 The third dimension in the supervisory relationship looks at the parallel 
process, which is “the process at work currently in the relationship between 
client and supervisee [that is] uncovered through the way they are reflected in 
the relationship between supervisee and supervisor” (Hawkins & Shohet, 
2007, p. 93). It is a re-enactment of the client-supervisee interaction in the 
here-and-now supervisory relationship. For example, in Case 2, the supervisee 
expressed her “stuckness” in her work with clients, and had failed in various 
attempts to work with the teenage client who had been referred because of 
concerns over her high absenteeism at school. The supervisor responded to her 
supervisee’s by sharing about the parallel process she was also experiencing: 
“stuckness” in her process during the supervisory session. In her own words, 
“The other parallel process is the ‘stuckness’ in her helping process, and the 
‘stuckness’ in our process here, I experience a bit of ‘stuckness’ as well.”  
 One of the skills highlighted by Hawkins and Shohet (2007) involves 
the ability to notice one’s reaction and feed them back to the supervisee in a 
non-judgmental way. For example, in Case 2, the supervisor might use the 
here-and-now experience and share with her supervisee, “I am sensing that 
you are experiencing a lot of ‘stuckness’ in working with the client and I am 
299 
 
feeling the same ‘stuckness’ as it seems difficult to progress in our discussion. 
I wonder to what extent do you experience ‘stuckness’ in your work with your 
clients of this nature?” By so doing, the supervisee would feel safe to discuss 
her difficulties and explore different ways to handle her ‘stuckness’ in her 
case, which might have been contributed by the client, him/herself and/or 
other contexts such as organisational and state- and/or national-legal contexts. 
Margery Doehrman (1976, cited in Hawkins & Shohet, 2007, p.95) concluded 
her research on parallel processes with the following:  
 
I believe parallel processing … is a universal phenomenon in 
treatment, and that the failure to observe its presence in 
supervision may signal only a natural resistance on those forces 
which they are asking the patient to face in himself.   
 
 Focus on client-supervisor context (C6).  In the client-supervisor 
context, supervisors focus on their own thought and/or emotional processes, as 
they may have some hunches and/or assumptions about the client(s) (or issues 
surrounding clients) based on supervisees’ sharing. Supervisors utilise such 
information to facilitate discussions on supervisees’ work with clients.  The 
utilisation of intuition is important in supervision (Rowan, 2010). This idea is 
also supported by Charles (2004) in her book on intuition, where she 
suggested that “supervisors are indeed sometimes presented with a ‘hunch’ or 
a ‘gut feeling’ about a client, a strong sense of something, but without the 
supervisee being able to clarify it, or pinpoint the origin of the impression” 
(p.189).   
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Additionally, a supervisor could highlight to his/her supervisee that 
he/she became more switched off during a supervisory session as the 
supervisee went into a detailed description of the case. Since there may be 
similar parallel process in the client-supervisee and/or supervisee-supervisor 
contexts, they could jointly examine the effects of this interaction pattern on 
the client-supervisee interaction and/or the supervisory relationship.   
 Focus on client-supervisee-supervisor context (C7).  The 
supervisory session takes place in the client-supervisee-supervisor context, 
since it concerns supervisees’ work with clients, in joint consultation with 
supervisors. Supervisees could present their work with clients through 
videotape and/or verbal presentations. The client-supervisee-supervisor 
context is the reflective space where supervisors and supervisees examine 
supervisee’s work with clients. It consists of the PEACE process, and involves 
the following phases, namely,  
1. Place and Priority  
2. Event Recounting  
3. Appreciative Analysis  
4. Collaborative Planning  
5. Experimentation and Evaluation  
 This PEACE supervision process model will be further illustrated in a 
later section of this chapter.   
 Focus on organisational context (C8).  Since supervision takes place 
within an organisational context (C8), one needs to pay attention to the 
agency’s mission, policies and guidelines, since they impact supervisory 
practice and service delivery. Another consideration is the funding sources, as 
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it involves accountability to funders, and hence, this will influence the content 
of the supervision sessions.     
 Focus on other contexts (C9).  Last but not least, supervision is also 
subjected to influences from other contexts (C9), namely, culture, spirituality, 
professional values/ethics, socio-political and economic realities.  Some of 
these contexts may impact the clients, supervisees and supervisors in similar 
ways (e.g., socio-political and economic realities, such as in the case of a 
country affected by an economic downturn), while others affect them 
dissimilarly (e.g., culture, religion/spirituality, such as the case of an ethnically 
diverse population in a country).  
 The idea to consider culture was proposed by Tsui (2005), who 
deemed it an important context for social work supervision. Despite the 
different definitions of culture, it is easy to identify culture, as it is “the way of 
life and the way of viewing the world of specific social group” (Tsui, 2005, p. 
46). Hence, culture influences social work supervision, since supervisees, 
supervisors and clients interpret and make sense of their experiences (that is, 
experiences within the client, supervisee, supervisor, between client-
supervisee, and between supervisee-supervisor) using their respective cultural 
lens. For example, help-seeking may be perceived as a ‘face’ issue by clients 
and this has to be considered in assessing the client’s help-seeking behaviour 
and the way the supervisee and/or supervisor approach the idea of service 
provision in the organisational context. Hence, questions such as “How is help 
seeking behaviour being perceived in client’s culture?” and “How might one’s 
perception of help-seeking impact the utilisation of service?” may be helpful 
for supervisees and supervisors.   
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 Furthermore, the intervention and strategies utilised by supervisee are 
not always solely the result of personal choice, but has to be seen in the 
contexts of “professional code and ethics, organisational requirements and 
constrictions, relationships with other involved agencies as well as social, 
cultural, political and economic contexts” (Hawkins and Shohet, 2007, p. 84).  
Consideration of the wider environment and its impact is consistent with the 
person-in-environment or ecosystem theories adopted by social workers 
(Bronfenbrenner, 2000; Compton & Galway, 2005; Kirst-Ashman & Hall, 
2009).  
PEACE Supervision Process (C7)  
 The following diagram depicts the PEACE supervision process model, 
suggesting that there are unique phases across the time dimension. It has a 
spiral shape, suggesting that there is constant movement and balance. The 
spiral (of the PEACE supervision process) symbolises evolution, and 
represents the cycles of growth and change of the supervisees and clients 





Figure 22. PEACE supervision process model. 
 Apart from the findings of this study, two other perspectives also 
influenced the evolvement and formation of the PEACE supervision process. 
These are David Kolb’s (1984) cycle of experiential learning and the 
Integration of Theory and Practice (ITP) loop developed by Bogo and Vayda 
(1998). The ITP loop was an adaptation of Kolb’s (1984) cycle of experiential 
learning so that the adapted model, that is, the ITP loop, could be applied to 
social work practice.  
 Kolb’s cycle of experiential learning. Kolb’s (1984) cycle of 
experiential learning comprises four stages, namely, concrete experience, 
reflective observation, abstract conceptualisation and active experimentation. 
PEACE supervision process model has features that may parallel that of 
Kolb’s cycle of experiential learning. The first stage, the ‘concrete experience’ 
stage, is where the learner actively experiences an activity. Seen in 
supervision, supervisees might have conducted a session with the client(s).  
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The reflective observation stage represents the phase in which the learner 
reflects on the experience. Similarly, supervisees could be viewing their 
experiences from the position of the ‘hawk in the mind’: examining their 
feelings, thoughts, actions, values and beliefs (Scaife, 2010). This is similar to 
the Event Recounting phase where the supervisee recounts the events that took 
place in the client-supervisee encounter. This is followed by the abstract 
conceptualisation stage, in which the learner identifies patterns and seeks to 
apply theories. The reflective observation and abstract conceptualization is 
similar to the Appreciative Analysis and Collaborative Planning where both 
the supervisors and supervisees analysed the work done and collaboratively 
develop intervention plans. The active experimentation stage involves the 
‘doing’ aspect, where decisions are made to act on the reflection that has taken 
place in the previous stages. The Experimentation and Evaluation phase of the 
PEACE supervision process model is liken to the active experimentation 
stage, with the extension of the evaluation component.  
Seemingly useful as a framework to guide one’s thinking about 
learners, some authors have criticised Kolb’s cycle of experiential learning for 
its simplicity [Moon (2001) and Rowland (2000), as cited in Scaife, 2010], 
whereas others have further developed it, for example, Davys (2000) described 
supervision as a cycle of experience, reflection, conceptualisation and active 
experimentation. In addition, Gibbs (1998) provided a more detailed and 
prescriptive guidance for the reflective cycle, which consists of description, 
feelings, evaluation, analysis, conclusion and action plan. 
 Integration of Theory and Practice (ITP) loop. The ITP loop was 
developed as a teaching model to promote the linkage between classroom 
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learning and field education (Bogo & Vayda, 1987).  There are four stages of 
the ITP loop: retrieval, reflection, linkage and professional response. The 
retrieval stage is the recall of information and description of any given practice 
situation, for example, the student could recall facts/observation of a 
professional encounter both as a participant and observer. This is similar to the 
Event Recounting phase of the PEACE supervision model. The reflection loop 
starts with one’s personal associations to the situation and contains elements 
of self-awareness. The main purpose of this phase to allow one to “gain self-
knowledge so that we are wary of the influence of assumptions that are 
culture-based and thus biased, and of beliefs that are perceived as truths and 
not as cultural constructs that belong to a personal world view and are not 
universal” (Bogo & Vayda, 1991, p. 275).  The linkage stage of the loop uses 
cognitive associations of both the student and educator to the retrieved data 
and the associations elicited through reflection, with the intention of 
identifying and labelling knowledge to explain practice experience and 
subjective reactions (Bogo & Vayda, 1991). The process is analytical and 
there is a search for concepts and theories so as to make sense of one’s 
experience. The professional response stage is the action planning aspect of 
the loop, where one selects a plan that will inform the next encounter with the 
specific situation.  
 Linking it with the PEACE supervision model, the reflection loop 
parallels that of the Appreciative Analysis phase, the linkage stage is similar to 
the Collaborative Planning phase, whereas the professional response could be 




 The PEACE supervision process across contexts. 
 PEACE supervision process: Place & Priority.  Place in the PEACE 
supervision process refers to the identification of a suitable location to provide 
a physical contextual cue to the supervisee and supervisor. The priority of the 
session refers to the way in which supervisors and/or supervisees set goals for 
the supervisory session to steer the session in the desired direction. As 
mentioned in the previous chapters on the findings of this study, a priority or 
priorities could be identified at the beginning or during the session, and the 
focus is to develop the competence of supervisees to work with clients.   
 PEACE supervision process: Event Recounting.  The Event 
Recounting phase is similar to the concrete experience phase in Kolb’s (1984) 
experiential learning cycle and the description stage in Gibb’s (1988) 
prescription of the reflective cycle. In the event recounting phase, the 
supervisor listens to the situation and/or case as perceived and experienced by 
the supervisee. Typically, this would involve the supervisee presenting to 
his/her supervisor the case and the nature of the client’s involvement with the 
supervisee and the agency.  In this phase, client, client-supervisee and 
organisational contexts are often considered during the discussion about the 
case (See Appendix D for the overview of Event Recounting phase across 
contexts). 
 PEACE supervision process: Appreciative Analysis.  In the 
Appreciative Analysis phase, supervisors need to both appreciate the 
supervisees and be engaged in the analysis of materials being presented in the 
Place and Priority and Event Recounting phases. The purpose of the 
Appreciative Analysis phase is to move from the specifics of the situation 
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being presented to generalisations, using research, theories, personal 
experience, professional values or cultural and socio-political contexts.  
Typically, the appreciative analysis phase leads towards an expansion of 
supervisees’ understanding of the self, of supervisees’ knowledge/skills in the 
case management process and of supervisees’ application of professional 
values and ethics in practice. 
 Depending on the priority of the session, the supervisor might use the 
Appreciative Analysis phase to address the issues raised during the Place and 
Priority phase. For example, if the supervisee was struggling to understand 
client’s perspectives and behaviours, the supervisor might attempt to analyse 
the supervisees’ lack of understanding. This might result in an increased 
understanding of the supervisee’s self.  Of equal importance is the need to be 
appreciative of the supervisee; hence, support is rendered through 
encouragement and/or affirmation of supervisee’s work. The utilisation of 
active listening skills such as attending, paraphrasing, summarising, clarifying 
and reflective listening are needed in this phase, as the use of these skills 
conveys to the supervisee that his/her supervisor is genuinely interested to 
develop and educate the supervisee in his/her work with clients.  However, it 
is important to note that whilst being supportive, supervisors need to be aware 
of the limits of the professional supervisor-supervisee boundary as well as the 
supervisees’ personal-professional boundaries so as to avoid engaging the 
supervisee in personal therapy, but rather, should the need arise, to refer the 
supervisee for therapy (See Appendix E for the overview of Appreciative 
Analysis phase across contexts). 
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 The themes in the various contexts had been taken from the findings 
presented in Chapter 5, and therefore it must be stressed that the sub-themes 
are not exhaustive. For example, in expanding understanding of the 
supervisee’s self, in terms of the emotions, the supervisee may have different 
emotions, such as anger, sadness and happiness. Supervisors need to be 
attuned to the different emotions that might be expressed by supervisees 
verbally and non-verbally.    
 In this phase, supervisors typically move across different contexts 
during the discussion about a case, and these contexts include (a) client 
context; (b) supervisee context; (c) client-supervisee relationship context; (d) 
supervisor context; (e) supervisee-supervisor relationship; (f) organizational; 
and (g) cultural, religious/spiritual, socio-political and economic contexts, as 
well as the professional context (e.g., professional values and ethics of social 
work). These contexts have been discussed in the earlier section on the 
contextual map of casework supervision.  
 PEACE supervision process: Collaborative Planning.  The overriding 
goal of the Collaborative Planning phase is for supervisors and supervisees to 
jointly decide on the intervention plans for clients. For example, after 
supervisees have developed an expanded understanding of the self at work, 
have developed their knowledge and skills in practice during the earlier phases 
of the supervisory process, the supervisor could guide the supervisee to 
consider how this new understanding, knowledge and/or skills could be used 
in their work with clients. Apart from conceiving intervention work in the 
domain of counselling, it is helpful for supervisor-supervisee pairs to conceive 
of intervention in other domains, using the different professional roles of 
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social workers, such as brokerage, case management and even advocacy, to 
help clients (Hepworth et. al., 2013; Kirst-Ashman & Grafton, 2010).  And in 
addition to conceiving of intervention as solely derived from the case worker, 
supervisor-supervisee pairs could also explore on the multitude of 
developmental and/or preventive programmes offered by social service 
agencies to provide the necessary resources to clients. Intervention plans could 
also be developed to involve client’s informal support system whenever 
possible, as this will address the issue of over-reliance on formal support 
systems. 
 Similar to the Appreciative Analysis phase, different contexts are also 
involved In the Collaborative Planning phase (See Appendix F for the 
overview of Collaborative Planning phase across contexts), and these contexts 
are client, supervisee, supervisor, supervisee-supervisor, client-supervisor, 
organisational and wider contexts, such as culture and spirituality. In 
particular, where the enhancement of knowledge in intervention work was 
concerned, there seemed to be greater emphasis on the supervisee-supervisor 
context in the supervisory sessions observed and as shared by supervisors in 
the interviews for this study. This seems natural, since enhancing supervisees’ 
knowledge in intervention work involves supervisors facilitating supervisees 
to look at theories that informed their work.  
 Two different contexts in the Collaborative Planning phase deserve 
further discussion: the client-supervisor and cultural contexts. The client-
supervisor context involves the supervisors’ beliefs, the theories supervisors 
subscribe to and their personal/practice knowledge gained from their work 
experience and using the latter to formulate intervention plans for clients. The 
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cultural dimension involves highlighting and examining taboo topics, such as 
discussing about sex with clients presenting with marital concerns, since 
satisfaction with marital sex life may be a relevant, but not a comfortable, 
issue for discussion for any parties, especially the supervisee whose case is 
being discussed. Excerpt 22 is a case in point. The excerpt illustrates the 
discomfort that the supervisee was experiencing over discussing the issue of 
sex with her client and her supervisor encouraged her to further her knowledge 
in this area.  
 PEACE supervision process: Experimentation and Evaluation.  The 
experimentation in this phase is similar to the active experimentation stage of 
Kolb’s (1984) experiential learning or professional response phase of the ITP 
(Bogo & Vayda, 1987). It involves making decisions for an action plan, based 
on insights, knowledge and/or skills gained, or theories identified, in the 
earlier phases of appreciative and analysis, and collaborative planning. The 
term, experimentation, is appropriate and fitting because it suggests that one is 
unable to determine the consequence, given the unpredictable nature of 
working with people.   
 The evaluation aspect involves assessing the effectiveness of one’s 
work and this may involve examining “What works?” Evaluation may also 
involve supervisees providing feedback to supervisors about the usefulness of 
the supervisory session. Most important, evaluation signifies the 
accountability aspect of a social worker’s work with clients by updating 
his/her supervisor of the progress of the case, and planning for closure. (See 
Table 24 in Appendix G for the overview of Experimentation and Evaluation 
phase across contexts). 
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 Clinical supervision process mirroring the casework process.  Based 
on the findings, it appears that supervisory sessions parallel the casework 
process, covering aspects such as engagement, assessment, intervention and 
evaluation (Hepworth et al., 2013, Kirst-Asman & Grafton, 2010). This is 
inevitable, since supervision has to address issues related to how supervisees 
make assessments, which will influence their intervention.  
 Specifically, the Place & Priority phase and Experimentation and 
Evaluation phase in the PEACE supervision process parallels the engagement 
phase where supervisors have to tune in with their supervisees in goal setting 
and ensure that supervisees are comfortable with relating their prior 
experience with clients. Next, the Appreciative Analysis phase denotes the 
stage where supervisors analysed the material being presented by supervisees 
and facilitate supervisees to integrate theories, personal and professional 
experiences in making sense of his/her encounter with client(s). As such, this 
is similar to assessment in the helping process, defined as “a process occurring 
between a social worker and client, in which information is gathered, analysed 
and synthesized to provide a concise picture of the client and his or her needs 
and strengths” (Hepworth et al., 2013, p, 174). The difference between 
assessment in the helping process and Appreciative Analysis lies in the target 
group, since the former concerns clients and the latter, supervisees and his/her 
work with client(s).   
The Collaborative Planning phase is similar to the intervention phase 
in the helping process, since it relates to developing intervention plans for 
clients. Lastly, the Experimentation and Evaluation phase has a segment which 
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is similar to the evaluation in the helping process, which focuses on outcomes, 
process and satisfaction (Ibid., p.558).  
By proposing a process of supervision that considers different phases 
of work, PEACE supervision process supports the process as highlighted in 
the C5P5A5 model (See Appendix A for the C5P5A5 model). The C5PA5 
model suggests that there are stages to be worked through in “an 
approximately chronological order” (Hay, 2007, p.69).  
 Supervisory functions of supervisors.  Supervisors perform different 
educational, supportive and administrative supervisory functions at different 
phases of the PEACE supervision process.  For example, the educational 
function of the supervisor could be seen in the Appreciative Analysis, 
Collaborative Planning and Experimentation and Evaluation phases. In the 
Appreciative Analysis phase, the social work supervisors were  observed to be 
educating their supervisees, and facilitating the consideration of 
knowledge/skills in working with clients. In the Collaborative Planning phase, 
supervisor-supervisee pairs generated the intervention plan and considered 
ways to mobilise resources and coordinate services with different 
stakeholders. The supervisor may educate the supervisees concerning ways to 
conduct a joint session and/or home visit.  
 The supportive function of social work supervisors is seen by the 
affirmation and encouragement they gave to their supervisees. In addition, 
many supervisors were observed to be using their reflective listening skills 
when they took the time to reflect with their supervisees over the transference 
and counter-transference issues that had arisen from their work with clients. 
There were ample examples of summarising, paraphrasing and clarification 
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skills in the excerpts of the supervisory sessions presented in the Chapter Six 
and Seven. These supervisory skills used by the supervisors were similar to 
the skills used in the workplace as proposed by Shulman (2010), such as 
elaboration skills and empathic skills.   
 The administrative function with its implications on accountability of 
social work to clients, agency, funding organisation(s) and to the social work 
profession, on the other hand, is evident when supervisors monitored, 
reviewed and evaluated the work of their supervisees. For example, 
supervisors would check with their supervisees concerning the progress of 
their cases and what their plans for closure were.  
 The PEACE supervision process across the time dimension.  The 
PEACE supervision process takes place across the time dimension. Whilst the 
Place and Priority phase focuses on the present during the supervisory session, 
the Event Recounting phase looks at past events, concerning itself with 
occurrences and/or interactions that took place between client and the 
supervisee.  
 In the Appreciative Analysis phase, there is a movement between the 
past and present, depending on the focus and intent of supervisors. For 
example, in Case 8, the supervisor, upon sensing the supervisees’ frustration 
during the observed supervisory session (that is, the present), explored the 
source of frustration with the supervisee. As the supervisee recounted her 
interaction with the client (that is, the past), the supervisee revealed that the 
source of frustration with the client concerned her own unresolved family 
issue (that is, the past and present).  
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 In the Collaborative Planning phase, the focus tended to be on the 
future as supervisor-supervisee pairs examined intervention plans for clients. 
However, information about the past and present and about the client-
supervisee relationship was important when the future plans for clients were 
considered, since what might happen in future had to be linked to what had 
transpired in the past and what was happening at present. Similarly, the 
Experimentation and Evaluation phase focuses on the future, as it is concerned 
with planning the joint client-supervisee-supervisor session, as well as 
considering plans for case closure.       
Process-in-Context Social Work Supervision Model  
Having articulated the contextual map and PEACE supervision 
process, the following diagram depicts the PEACE process-in-context 
supervision model.  
 
Figure 23. PEACE process-in-context supervision model.   
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 Influenced by my own professional and personal experiences, the 
PEACE process-in-context supervision model is inspired by insights and ideas 
from the data, as well as a variety of theoretical approaches, including 
systemic theory and strengths-based orientation. The following section will 
highlight some underpinning theoretical approaches, assumptions, usefulness 
and critique of the model.   
 Systems theory.  The systems theory originates from general systems 
theory by von Bertanlanffy (1956). Systems theory posits that systems are 
“sets of elements standing in interrelation.” Katz and Kahn (cited in Campbell, 
Coldicott & Kinsella 1994, p. 10) point out that systems theory is “basically 
concerned with problems of relationships, of structure, and of 
interdependence, rather than with the constant attributes of objects”. As an 
outgrowth of general systems theory, systemic thinking incorporates some of 
the original ideas from general systems theory, as well as new concepts.  
 Systemic theory emphasises going beyond causality (cause-and-effect 
thinking, or linear thinking) to observe and understand the multi-layered 
processes within an organisation. The term circularities, as developed by 
Watzlawick et al. (1967, 1974, as cited in Dallos and Draper, 2007, p. 25) 
further our understanding of supervision by allowing one to consider the 
interconnectedness of the client, supervisee and supervisor systems within an 
organisation and the larger environment. Using systemic thinking in 
supervision, supervisors could direct supervisees to consider the impact/effects 
of an event encountered in the client-supervisee system on their perspectives 
and intervention.  In addition, systemic thinking will influence our 
understanding of supervision, since a change in the supervisor-supervisee 
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context will impact the client-supervisee context, and in turn influence the 
client context.  
 Furthermore, the evolution of systemic thinking has directed one away 
from the mechanistic concept of a closed system to one that is “goal-directed” 
and “meaning driven.” According to Campbell, Coldicott and Kinsella (1994), 
having “purpose creates a context that in turn gives meaning to all of the 
activity that takes place in that context” (p. 15). The use of systemic thinking 
enables one to appreciate the contexts people are in and the meaning attributed 
to various activities. In this regard, there is an emphasis on contexts and 
meanings, and contextual variables such as ethnicity, gender and religion need 
to be considered and acknowledged as a meaning system for clients and 
supervisees (Lappin and Hardy, 2002). Applying the concepts in systemic 
thinking is relevant as it enables supervisors to examine the dynamic 
interaction of supervision from the perspective of the individual in context.  
Strengths-based orientation.  The use of a strengths-based orientation 
in supervision is believed to be useful because the strengths-based orientation 
was first developed as a way to assess clients’ capacities, talents, 
competencies, possibilities, vision, values and hopes (Glicken, 2004; Saleeby, 
1996; Walsh, 2006), and such an approach can be reinforced by supervisors 
during supervision, such as facilitating supervisees to find strengths in their 
clients and also in themselves as they consider different possibilities to work 
with clients.  
 Assumptions of the PEACE process-in-context supervision model.  
In this proposed PEACE process-in-context supervision model, it is assumed 
that there are nine different contexts for consideration during casework 
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supervision. One of the contexts (C7) consists of a PEACE supervision 
process, with its different phases that takes place across the time dimension.  
 Taking a reflexive stance in using the model.  Whilst the model 
seeks to provide greater clarity in terms of the supervisory process and 
contexts, it may be limited in its ability to capture different realities and truths, 
as experienced by different people. Therefore, consistent with the researcher’s 
proposal to take a critical stance in examining social work supervision, the 
adoption of a similar reflexive stance in the utilisation and further 
development of the model is proposed. According to D’Cruz, Gillingham and 
Melendez (2007), reflexivity can be described “as a critical approach to the 
generation of knowledge that operates in the moment”, “with a constant 
process of questioning (self-monitoring) their own knowledge claims and 
those of others as he/she engages in social interaction and the micro processes 
of knowledge/power, (2007, p. 83). This is similar to the ‘reflection-in-action’ 
as proposed by Schon (1983), who advocated for the development of an 
“epistemology of practice which places technical problem solving within a 
broader context of reflective inquiry” (p. 69). The development of a curious 
mind, with its rigour and non-complacent attitude would allow one to know 
why one is doing what one is doing and be more informed about the effect of 
one’s doing. This is helpful in one’s search to infuse one’s self more 
consciously into professional practice.  
            More importantly, taking a reflexive stance challenges the traditional, 
positivist way of knowing and blind adherence to ‘truth.’ Rather than 
proposing that social work supervisors distant themselves from their emotions 
and be objective in applying the model, it is suggested that they acknowledge 
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the influences of their experiences and their being in supervision by utilising 
their subjective experience and awareness of tacit knowledge in informing 
their practice.  
 Fluidity of the different phases.  Even though there are unique phases 
in the PEACE supervision process, there is no fixed flow and sequence, since 
supervisors are free to begin from any phase. For example, supervisors could 
begin with the Experimentation and Evaluation phase by touching base with 
supervisees about the case progress and then move back to a previous phase to 
examine what had been done well (as documented in Case 7).  Alternatively, 
supervisors could commence with the Place and Priority phase, with the 
supervisee setting the goal(s) for the supervisory session (as documented in 
Excerpt 1 & Excerpt 2).  
 Movement between contexts in the PEACE supervision process.  
During supervisory sessions, the content and process could potentially span 
across the nine different contexts. Since there is often a movement of content 
and process between different contexts during supervisory sessions, it is 
helpful for supervisors to utilise information from different contexts in case 
discussion. This will help supervisors not to get stuck with relying on 
information based on certain contexts, such as client and client-supervisee 
contexts. For example, it helps when a supervisor relies on his/her own 
judgment or hunches of supervisees about client and/or supervisee during the 
here-and-now supervisory session to facilitate the case discussion, since there 
is parallel process that takes place between client-supervisee and supervisee-
supervisor contexts. Furthermore, supervisors’ hunches about clients in the 
client-supervisor context could be harnessed further during supervisory 
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sessions, since supervisors may have different insights, given their own 
experience in working with certain clientele and issues.  In some instances, 
there may be a greater emphasis on certain phases; for instance, if a supervisee 
indicates that his/her goal is to learn more about the impact of their assessment 
on intervention plans, supervisors could therefore devote more time at the 
Appreciative Analysis phase.  
 
 
Figure 24. Different emphasis in the PEACE process-in-context supervision model.   
 
 Usefulness of the PEACE process-in-context supervision model. 
The proposed PEACE process-in-context supervision model with its 
distinctive PEACE supervision process is this study’s contribution to 
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facilitating and expanding the understanding of social work supervision in 
Singapore. This process-in-context supervision model builds on the seven-
eyed model of supervision by Hawkins and Shohet (2007) by including the 
PEACE supervision process. Hence, the PEACE process-in-context 
supervision model goes beyond looking at different contexts, since it involves 
the process of supervision. Using systemic thinking and different working 
phases in casework management, the model facilitates supervisors in the 
discussion of casework during supervision. The additional contexts, namely, 
spirituality and culture, are important for consideration in the practice of social 
work supervision in the local context. As explained earlier, spirituality has 
gained prominence in clinical work, as well as organisational management. It 
is therefore timely to contextualise and examine the relevance of spirituality in 
the social service sectors, since this has gained relatively little attention in 
research thus far. The attention given to spirituality is consistent with Tsui’s 
framework on social work supervision (2005), as spirituality includes the 
consideration of one’s culture (Canda and Furman, 2010). Whilst the findings 
concur with the suggestion that social work supervision involves the client, 
supervisee and supervisor within an agency context, the study further suggests 
that spirituality be considered in supervisory practice, to the extent where 
spirituality is relevant and appropriate. Based on the findings, it seems like the 
utilisation of faith and spirituality is relevant to the clinical supervisory 
process, both for clients and supervisees. In addition, some supervisors see 
faith and spirituality as resources in managing challenges that arise in 
supervisory relationships and in organisational management. 
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         Contextualising PEACE process-in-context supervision model in 
practice. In utilising this model, it is proposed that supervisors be mindful of 
both the process and contexts that influence supervision. Since the need to be 
mindful of process and contexts simultaneously may be demanding for 
beginning supervisors, they may want to look at PEACE supervision process 
first, before moving on to consider different contexts. Firstly, supervisors are 
likely to be more familiar with the PEACE supervision process, since it 
parallels the casework process, covering aspects such as engagement, 
assessment, intervention and evaluation. Secondly, the proposal to consider 
process first before contexts takes into consideration the supervisees’ 
developmental stages by Stoltenberg & Delworth (1987).  As suggested by 
Stoltenberg & Delworth (1987), supervisees move from level 1 to level 4, 
where they increasingly become more process-in-context centered. The 
development of ‘helicopter’ skills to be fully present with client, as well as 
simultaneously being able to see issues related to both content and process 
(Hawkins & Shohet, 2007) suggests that supervisees are able to be more 
process-oriented. In similar vein, supervisors develop over time and they move 
from being process-oriented to process-in-context oriented.     
 Critique of the PEACE process-in-context supervision model. 
Whilst the PEACE process-in-context supervision model is useful for 
supervisory practice, it is limited by the format and context of practice, that is, 
casework supervision in community-based organisations. Largely 
conceptualised and developed for supervisors with dual-roles, the model 
addresses both the managerial and clinical concerns of the supervisor.    
Supervisors need to be familiar with the ecological systems theory by 
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Bronfenbrenner (2000), eco-systems perspective (Compton, Galaway, & 
Cournoyer, 2005; Hepthworth et al., 2013), systems perspective and the 
phases of problem solving in social work process (namely, engagement, 
assessment, intervention and evaluation) to guide social work supervisees. 
Conversely, a lack of such knowledge/skills may limit the use of the model in 
supervisory practice.  
Implications for Practice 
 Based on the aforementioned discussion, the following proposes 
practice implications on the supervisory relationship, social work profession 
and organisation.  
Implications on the Supervisory Relationship 
 Maintaining goodness-of-fit in supervisory relationships and 
organisational management.  As highlighted in the findings, social work 
supervisors relied on the idea of goodness-of-fit in managing their supervises 
within the organization. Inevitably, the idea of ‘fit’ may pose a challenge to 
supervisors and supervisees when there is a conflict of interest/priority in 
supervision. For example, there may be situations where supervisees/ 
supervisors do not fit well in the supervisory relationship, and/or find 
congruence with their alignment to the organisation mission/purpose. As such, 
supervisors may need to constantly engage in a conversation to consider the 
idea of fit, and what matters most in supervisory practice. Clearly, in 
embracing the mission and purpose of social work and emphasis of one’s 
responsibility towards clients seem to anchor some supervisors when they are 
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being confronted with ruptured supervisory relationship and inclination 
towards managerialism.  
An important concept in systemic thinking is the concept of fit 
amongst parts of the systems within an agency. Systemic theory assumes that 
if different parts of the organisation work in harmony, that is, if they fit, the 
whole would be efficient and integrated. According to Lappin and Hardy 
(1997, p. 45),  
Fit and credibility find synchronicity in the relationship 
between supervisee and supervisor. Because it is the therapist’s 
responsibility to accommodate to the client, the ability to 
reconfigure the self as “the self of many possibilities” increases 
the possibility of improving fit. Or, to the degree that one can 
change oneself, the likelihood of changing other systems is 
increased. Engaging supervisees in this process is at the heart 
of supervision.  
 It seems, therefore, that supervision implies a parallel process of social 
workers utilising and changing the self to fit their clients and of supervisors 
engaging themselves in similar fashion to fit their supervisees. Hence, the 
extent of fit in the supervisor-supervisee relationship would influence the 
social worker-client relationship. Finding a fit is challenging, as the supervisor 
would have to consider the contextual variables that relate to the supervisee 
and supervisor, such as gender, theoretical model, age, number of years of 
work experience, as well as factors that relate to the clients, such as their 
referral history and the individual/family dynamics. The ideal situation is 
where there is a perfect fit in the supervisee-client relationship, supervisor-
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supervisee relationship and supervisor-agency relationship. Yet, as client work 
contains the human element, it therefore contains unpredictability and hence, 
supervisors have to constantly strive towards maintaining a goodness-of-fit by 
balancing the agency’s administrative functions with their supervisee’s need 
for support in their professional work with clients.   
 Professional and self-development without engaging in therapy.  
As discussed, some supervisees had personal issues which impacted their 
work with clients and case discussion may naturally surface issues of counter-
transference. As a supervisor, one could facilitate a process of self-discovery, 
as self-discovery contributes to professional growth. Supervisors need to 
facilitate the professional development of their supervisees by helping them in 
the self-discovery process, without engaging in therapy with their supervisees. 
However, supervisors could consider how to embed therapeutic elements into 
the supervisory relationship, such as being warm and non-judgmental, to 
facilitate a safe working relationship.  
Reflection in practice and reflexivity. The idea of reflective practice 
has received considerable attention in the social work profession (Ruch, 2002). 
This interest is a response to the shift from technical-rational approach to one 
that embraces a more reflective approach to social work practice. Taking a 
reflective stance in educating and developing supervisees towards greater 
competency in work is common in supervision. It will be helpful if supervisors 
take time during supervision to facilitate supervisees to develop their 
reflexivity, which is otherwise defined as the skill for self-reflection (Young, 
Lambie, Hutchinson & Jacqueline Thurston-Dyer, 2011). This will enhance 
supervisees’ understanding of social work practice and contribute towards 
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transformational learning (Carroll, 2010, Uschi Bay & Selma Macfarlane 
2011).   
Implications on the Profession 
 Social work supervision: Organisational and professional 
responsibility.  Social work supervision in the local context seems to embrace 
ideas of enhancing clients’ outcomes and developing supervisees’ 
competence, which are consistent with the literature. The observations made in 
this study have found that supervisors exercised leadership to creatively 
manage the tension of dual-roles and organisational resource constraints. One 
such example is the engagement of external personnel and/or consultants to 
develop supervisees’ competency with clinical and micro counselling skills. 
Whilst the educational function of supervision is being fulfilled to some extent 
by these consultants, the efficacy of external supervision arrangement remains 
unclear (Beddoe, 2012). This is especially so for the social work profession, as 
developing social workers goes beyond developing their knowledge and skills 
in practice to involve developing their identities as social workers—the 
success of which will be manifested in social workers’ commitment to the 
profession and devotion to enhancing their clients’ well-being. Improper 
socialisation of social workers into the profession and equating supervision 
with solely technical competence run the risk of reducing social workers from 
professionals to technicians. Hence, social work supervision must not be seen 
solely as an educational tool, lest the perceived benefits of fulfilling the 
educational learning needs (as narrowly defined as skills development) of 
supervisees rob supervisees of a more holistic professional development. 
Furthermore, social work supervision cannot be used as an administrative tool 
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that emphasises the organisational ideology, rather than the ideology of the 
social work profession. Therefore, different supervisory structures, processes 
and strategies have to be considered in totality in order to address the 
administrative, organisational and professional needs of social workers. This 
begins with having a clear conceptualisation of social work supervision as 
both an organisational and professional responsibility. Having a strong 
conceptualisation of social work supervision can mitigate the adverse effects 
of managerialism, which include being risk-adverse. The negative impact of 
managerialism also affects social work supervisors in their role adjustment and 
experience of role conflict. Hence, a more balanced approach—that is, using 
supervision as a means to facilitate the growth and development of 
supervisees—would reduce the tension experienced by supervisors as they 
attempt to balance the needs of both the supervisees and the organisation. This 
balance of administrative, educational and supportive supervisory functions 
has been shown to sustain social workers as they work towards achieving good 
outcomes for their clients (Kadushin & Harkness, 2002). 
 Development of professional supervision path.  Supervisors’ sense 
of identity and skills develop over time, and it is important to consider 
progressive stages of supervisory development. Based on the findings, it 
appears that supervisors develop over time and with this development, 
supervisors were also seeking supervision for themselves. O’Donoghue (2010) 
has suggested a possible supervisory professional development pathway, as an 
extension of the identification of clinical specialty and credentialing of clinical 
supervisors by the American Board of Examiners in Clinical Social Work 
(ABECSW, 2004). He proposed that supervisors begin with the supervision of 
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placement students, followed by staff supervision within an organisation. 
Thereafter, supervisors could be a professional supervisor to provide 
professional supervision within an organisation and externally. This is 
followed by the progression into becoming an advanced professional 
supervisor who could be still be involved with organisational and external 
supervision, but in addition, he/she would also teach supervision, in one-to-
one or group platforms, such as in a supervision training course.   
 O’ Donoghue’s (2010) supervisory professional development pathway 
could be adopted locally, as the pathway would fit social workers who have 
acquired much clinical experience to be a supervisor, but does not want to 
pursue the administrative track to be the agency head. Given that there are 
many social work supervisors with varying years of supervisory experiences, 
the social work profession and social work agencies in Singapore could tap on 
the practice wisdom of these social work supervisors with many years of rich 
supervisory experience. Their wisdom in supervisory practice could be 
documented and shared with younger social work supervisors, who could be 
struggling in their initial years of adjustment and/or transition into headship. 
Alternatively, we can also conceive of the pathway as adding another layer 
onto the clinical track so that senior social workers could choose between 
clinical or administrative tracks, and the highest level of clinical track is 
O’Donoghue’s (2010) advanced professional supervisor. This concept builds 
on the assumption that one cannot be a supervisor without first being an 
experienced and astute clinical caseworker first. 
 Development of best practice standards in social work supervision.  
Locally, social work supervision is beginning to be recognised and 
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emphasised as an important part of social work practice. To further this 
development, it is important to develop and use best practice models and 
guidelines in supervisory practice. One such resource is the Best Practice 
Standards in Social Work Supervision (2013) that was recently developed 
jointly by National Association of Social Workers (NASW) and Association 
of Social Work Boards. The local community of social work supervisors could 
consider adopting and adapting the best practice standards in their supervisory 
practice. Specifically, there should be a discussion about the qualification and 
conduct for approved social work supervisors. This is especially important, 
since the practice of appointing supervisors within an organisation is often left 
to convenience and practical realities of agency heads, who may or may not be 
professionally driven. This may imply that social workers could be supervised 
by non-social work-trained supervisors and resulting in inadequate—or worse, 
misguided—supervision. Therefore, the local community of supervisors could 
form a task force to look at the development of best practice standards in 
social work supervision to ensure that the minimum, if not the best, standards 
of supervision practice are being adhered to.   
 
Implications on Social Work/Social Service Organisations 
 Adopting a culturally sensitive and professionally relevant work 
environment.  The findings suggest that organisations should focus on 
creating an organisational culture that values supervision as a professional and 
organisational practice.  One way that an organisation would manifest this 
value placed on supervision is to have different personnel fulfil different 
supervisory functions and responsibilities, such as having internal personnel 
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specialise in one of either, but not both, clinical and programme supervision; 
or alternatively, external supervisors could be employed to provide 
supervision targeted at building supervisees’ knowledge and skills in social 
work practice.  
 Organisations might also adopt a number of culturally sensitive and 
professionally relevant management practices, such as acknowledging and 
respecting supervisees’ utilisation of faith as a resource in their professional 
work. However, there is a need to be professionally responsible to 
implications that concerned clients’ well-being and funders’ requirements.   
 Better support for social work supervisors.  Whilst the experience of 
role strain may be deemed as a subjective matter, one might, however, argue 
that employing organisations with more resources tend to be able to offer more 
choices for social work supervisors to decide on the structure and process of 
supervision. Increasing manpower in single-centre organisations and youth 
organisations, which appear to have more challenges with time and manpower 
resources, would be beneficial to the recruitment and retention of social 
workers in Singapore. In the event of financial constraints, the funding agency 
could support these organisations by deploying senior social workers with 
specialisation in clinical work to educate and support the social workers in 
these agencies.    
 In addition, it is important to prepare supervisors for the transitions 
from their roles as frontline/direct practice social workers to administrative 
and managerial roles as supervisor and/or manager. The preparation might 
mitigate the stress resulting from role changes. The availability of support for 
social work supervisors, for example, through peer supervisors support group, 
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having supervisors for supervisors would also be helpful. Such support groups, 
whilst possible for multi-centre organisations with more resources, may pose a 
challenge for supervisors in single-centre organisations and youth 
organisations. Therefore, these support groups could be run by the Singapore 
Association of Social Workers (SASW), since it concerns the professional 
development of social workers. This may address the pressing needs of 
supervisors for development in supervisory practice in resource-starved single-
centre organisations and youth organisations.   
 Good supervisory practice as a strategy for staff retention.  One of 
the challenges faced by social work supervisors is the sectorial issue relating 
to staff recruitment and retention. Whilst ensuring adequate extrinsic rewards 
such as better remuneration and career prospects is important in staff retention, 
equally important is the attention given to the role of supervision. Numerous 
studies have recognised the importance of regular and supportive supervision 
in staff retention, that is, staffs who receive adequate supervision tend to want 
to remain in the social work and other helping professions (Brewer & Shapard, 
2004, Staker, Mandell, Frensch, Harvey, & Wright, 2007, Chiller & Crisp, 
2012).   
 Deborah & Shields (2013) have highlighted that social service workers 
are motivated by non-monetary aspects of the work environment, such as 
positive supervisory relationship. This is consistent with the practice by some 
social work supervisors observed and interviewed for this study, who said that 
they desired to maintain good supervisory relationships with their supervisees, 
because they believed it would retain social workers in the field. Furthermore, 
as social workers tend to be influenced by their supervisory history and 
331 
 
experience—the supervisees today will become the supervisors of tomorrow—
it is important to have good role models for their sake as well as for the 
advancement of the social work profession.  
 Beyond good supervisory practice: Organisational structure and 
processes.  Inasmuch as it is helpful to look at micro practices to improve 
supervision, it is also important to consider organisational structure and 
processes, and their impact on clients’ outcomes and staff well-being. This is 
based on this study’s findings that suggest that apart from good supervisory 
practices, the development of good management practices could achieve 
similar outcomes in developing and sustaining social workers in the field. For 
example, creating opportunities for professional growth and career 
development of supervisees.  
Maintaining role clarity through the use of supervision contract. 
Based on the interviews with supervisors, it appeared that having dual-roles 
could be a strength and/or strain for both supervisors and supervisees. Despite 
the ethical guidelines by British Association for Counselling and 
Psychotherapy (BACP) and American Association for Marital and Family 
Therapists (AAMFT) which suggests that the same person should not hold 
dual-roles as both clinical and administrative supervisor, the reality in social 
work practice is that many supervisors do hold dual-roles. Hence, given the 
perception by some supervisors that the arrangement is perhaps beneficial, it is 
critical to ensure that the inherent power due to the evaluative function of the 
supervisors be managed appropriately. One of the ways to enhance role clarity 
is the adoption of supervision contract, that is jointly developed by supervisors 
and supervisees. The use of supervision contract, as proposed by Tromski-
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Klingshirn (2006, p.63), serves as “the ultimate “best practice” for any clinical 
supervisor, whether in the clinical-supervisor-only role, or in the clinical-
administrative supervisor role”, since it delineates the purpose, roles and 
responsibilities of both the supervisors and supervisees in the supervisory 
relationship. In drafting a supervision contract, the six content areas of 
supervision contract (purpose, goals and objectives; context of supervision 
services; methods of evaluation; duties and responsibilities of supervisor-
supervisee; procedural considerations and supervisor’s scope of competence) 
that was developed by Osborn and Davis (1996) could be adapted for use by 
social work supervisors and supervisees, in addition to using the Best Practice 
Standards in Social Work Supervision (2013) as a reference.  
 
Limitations of the Study and Future Research Possibilities 
 The research study has documented the casework supervision process 
by observing supervisory sessions, as well as interviewing social work 
supervisors concerning the supervision process. Despite various efforts to 
enhance the credibility of this qualitative research, this study nevertheless, has 
its limitations. One of the limitations lies with the selection of social work 
supervisors in community-based agencies, whose clientele comprised mainly 
children, youths and families. This study’s findings are thus limited to 
supervisors in this setting. However, with audit trails—through which the raw 
data, methodological steps and decision points have been meticulously 
documented—this study makes it possible for interested parties to replicate 
this research in other settings in future.  
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 In terms of research participants, it would be useful, given adequate 
resources, to obtain multiple perspectives, such as those of social work 
supervisees and clients for further data triangulation. Furthermore, 
interviewing supervisees would help illuminate the supervisory process from 
the supervisees’ perspective. Future studies could also examine supervisees’ 
views and the longitudinal experiences of the supervisory process to examine 
if the intended supervisory goals of supporting the supervisees and developing 
their professionalism are met.  
Conclusion  
 This study has sought to understand the challenges and responses of 
social work supervisors with managerial and clinical roles. In view of the lack 
of in-depth studies that offer a good understanding of social work supervisors 
with dual-roles, this research study is timely and crucial. It has evolved and 
developed the PEACE process-in-context supervision model that contributes 
to a good understanding of supervisory practices in community-based 
organisations.  
 Since the study was exploratory in nature, it used a qualitative research 
methodology, namely, constructivist grounded theory. The different sources of 
data, namely, (a) in-depth face-to-face interviews with social work 
supervisors; (b) process recording of supervisory sessions; (c) theoretical 
group interviews with trainers and academics; and (d) group validation 
interviews with respondents had contributed towards the richness of data. 
Proper documentation of the interview process and analysis of documents had 
served to enhance the credibility of the study.  
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Chapter Five documented the challenges of social work supervisors in 
their clinical and managerial roles. It suggests that supervisors in organisations 
whose clientele comprise children, youths and families in Singapore are facing 
challenges related to the individual, supervisory relationship and organisational 
management. Chapter Six has presented the PEACE supervision process which 
takes place in the client-supervisee-supervisor context within an organisation, 
and is influenced by culture, professional values and ethics, spirituality, and 
socio-economic realities. Chapter Seven examined the responses of social 
work supervisors with managerial and clinical roles. The person of the social 
work supervisors, which consists of their passion and sense of mission, faith 
and spirituality, theories, values and ethics, is an important factor that affects 
how social work supervisors manage the dual-role challenges. This study 
found that they adopt different strategies to manage challenges to the 
individual, supervisory relationship and organisational management.  
Based on the findings from Chapter Five to Seven, the study has 
discussed the theoretical contribution, practical implication and highlighted the 
limitations and future research possibilities.  The PEACE process-in-context 
supervision model is proposed for use in social work casework supervision. 
Implications for practice at the levels of the supervisory relationship, the social 
work profession and organisation have been recommended. It is believed that 
the findings and recommendations of the study would yield significant 
contribution to both research and practice in the field of social work.  
As I write the concluding chapter, the process of being engaged in the 
research and writing of supervision affirms my belief in the importance of 
supervision. To me, the constant strive to better one’s supervisory practice has 
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the benefits to enhance clients’ well-being and further supervisees’ 
professional development. Despite the many ‘not-knowing’ and seemingly 
chaotic supervisory moments, I am heartened that there is some form of 
structure in the supervisory process. As a practice researcher, I do hope that 
more research work on social work supervision could be done to further our 
limited knowledge on this subject matter, since there are practice and policy 
implications that concern our clients, supervisees and our social work 
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Appendix A: C5P5A5 Model 
 
 
The C5P5A5 model is illustrated below: 
What is the content?    
How clear is the contract? 
How well are we in contact?    C5 
Is the content appropriate?  
How are we using our contrasts?  
 
Whose paradigms are in effect? 
How are we at the personal level?   P5 
How are we at the professional level? 
What is happening at the psychological level? 
Are there any parallel processes? 
 
Are we being autonomous? 
Are we being authentic? 
Are alternatives being generated?   A5 
Whose aims are being worked on? 
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Appendix C: Content-in-Process of Social Work Casework Supervision  
 
Table 20  
Content-in-Process of Casework Supervision  
Contexts Content 
1. Client - Presenting issue, case description 
- Involvement of different organisations in service delivery 
- Micro-systems (school, family, peers) and social support systems 
[Utilisation of genograms and ecomaps] 
 
2. Supervisee - Supervisee profile (gender, age, years of work experience) 
- Learning characteristics (learning attitude and style) 
- Internal process (values, beliefs, feelings) 
- Theoretical orientation 
3. Client-supervisee 3a. Client-supervisee relationship 
- Referral source and its impact on service utilisation 
- Roles of worker (counselling, resource coordination, monitoring) 
3b. Client-supervisee interaction 
- Emotional reactions/thought processes during/after session with client(s) 
- Interaction between client and supervisee during session  
4. Supervisor - Supervisor’s profile (gender, age, years of working/ supervisory experience) 
- Beliefs of supervision 
- Past supervisory experience  
- Theoretical orientation 
5. Supervisee-supervisor  5a. Supervisory relationship  
- Supervision structure (format, frequency, ethics)   
- Quality of relationship (Warmth and perceived safety) 
5b. Supervision session 
- Here-and-now thinking/feelings about the process (parallel process) 
- Thinking behind the doing knowledge/skills in casework  process, such as 
engagement, assessment & intervention 
6. Client-supervisor - Here-and-now thinking/feelings about the client during supervision session 
7. Client-supervisee- 
supervisor   
PEACE supervision process 
- Place & Priority  
         - Event Recounting 
         - Appreciative Analysis  
         - Collaborative Planning 
         - Experimentation & Evaluation  
8. Organisation - Agency mission, policies, guidelines 
- Funding source (funded, non-funded programmes) 
9. Other contexts - Culture 
- Professional values and ethics 
- Socio-political and economic realities 





Appendix D: Overview of Event Recounting Phase Across Contexts  
 
Table 21 
Overview of Event Recounting Phase Across Contexts 
Event recounting 




Case narration     
Client’s profile, involvement with 
different organisations, referral source 
√ √  
Nature of involvement with supervisee in 
the agency  
   
Nature of client’s involvement with 
supervisee and/ or agency  





Appendix E: Overview of Appreciative Analysis Phase Across Contexts  
 
Table 22 
Overview of the Appreciative Analysis Phase Across Contexts 
































































Expanding understanding of supervisee’s self (emotions, 
beliefs/issues) and its impact on clients 
        
Addressing supervisee’s anxiety  √ √  √     
Addressing supervisee’s transference issues  √  √     
Examining one’s thinking behind the doing  √  √     
Expanding understanding of knowledge/skills in casework  
process 
        
Furthering understanding of case management √    √    
Furthering understanding of engagement         
Examine supervisee’s values about rapport 
building  
 √  √     
Pacing with clients    √    √ 
Furthering understanding of assessment         
Looking for themes/ linkage with theories    √ √    
Highlight worker’s beliefs in impacting assessment √ √       
Highlight religion as a possible influence on 
client’s worldview 
 √    √  √ 
Enhancing understanding of professional values and ethics         
Furthering understanding of ethical responsibility to 
clients 
√       √ 
Furthering understanding of ethical responsibility to 
supervisees  
   √ √   √ 
Supporting supervisees  √  √     
Encouragement/affirmation         
Utilisation of active listening  √  √     







Appendix F: Overview of Collaborative Planning Phase Across Contexts  
 
Table 23 
Overview of Collaborative Planning Phase Across Contexts 
































































Enhancing knowledge in 
intervention work  
        
Expanding knowledge 
base 
        
Examining taboo 
areas 
 √ √   √  √ 
Tapping on client’s 
faith and view of 
spirituality 
√        
Appreciating and 
utilising  client’s 
strengths 
   √ √    
Making connections 
between theories and 
practice 
        
Linking theories with 
practice 
√    √    
Concretising plan of 
action 
    √    
Developing plans for resource 
mobilisation and service 
coordination  
        
System linkage and 
service coordination  





√        
Mobilising resources from 
informal support systems 
√       √ 






Appendix G: Overview of Experimentation and Evaluation Phase  
Across Contexts  
 
Table 24 
Overview of Experimentation and Evaluation Phase Across Contexts 
































































Experimentation          
Joint session/ visit     √ √  √  
Evaluation          
Examining ‘what 
works?’ 




 √ √   √ √  
Accountability of work 
done 
        
Case closure/ 
update 
√   √ √  √ √ 
aWider contexts: Culture, spirituality, professional values and ethics, socio-political/economic realities. 
 
